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The ssays ot iChael e Montaigne ere published for 
the fil-et time i n t h year 1580 . Only seventeen year lat r 
to 
J t.he first edition of the essays ot Fl'ano1s Baeon appeared, 1n. 
1
11;he year 1597. The French writ er , ontaigne,. as the fir 
use the origi nal term tteesusn to name bie wor ks , and Bacon 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
i 
I 
I' 
apparently borrowed this appellation when he called his wr1 ting 
ttees This ould seem t o 1nd1oate tha~ thex-e as probablJ 
some relationship bet een t he or ks of these t wo great essay'-
'fh 11 er closely oontemporan, so 1t mar have been 
possible that the)' . er acquainted With each other through 
their orke a't. le t , if not pe.reonallf. I n this case 
ontaigne ay have had much i nflu noe on th r 1t1ngs of t h 
Engl i sh essayist ; Franci s Bacon. 
It is J1.lf aim i n this heel s to a soe,lain the degree 
ot this r elationshlp by a compar ative and analytical stud7 ot 
their essays . In the first place , 1t seem~d adVisable to eon-
Bid r the life and background of eaoh essayist to determine 
t he important biographical 1J1fluenQes affecti ng the nature at 
he1r r1 t1ng. For any of t he d1tfe:renoes o:r liken sees in 
the1r essays might be explained by the influence of their 
studies or voc tion • The eouroee t or- ~his biographical 
mater i .al on ontaigne as t ound in the tollo ing boo:ks : 
1Chel .9:,! M.ontaip~ by Ed ard Do den, t he int:roductor;r b1o-
grapll1 to t~fl Worke o~ M1oha.el £!!, onta1sne, by Wil liam Hazl1 t t , 
and the account of Montaigne in the Histoire De La Litterature 
, 
Fran~aise by Rene Doumic. For biographical material on Francis 
Bacon the following sources were used: An Essay ~ Lord Bacon 
by Lord Macaulay, Francis Bacon by Israel Levine, Bacon by 
Thomas Fowler, and the account of Bacon in the Encyclopedia 
Britannica, volume two of the fourteenth edition. 
After making a careful survey of this biographical 
background for each essayist, the most important phase of this 
comparison had yet to be made. I attempted to cover, as 
thoroughly as possible, the subject matter and thought in the 
essays of both Montaigne and Bacon, in order to reveal their 
likenesses and variances in thought and choice of subject 
matter. To complete this comparison careful consideration had 
to be given next to the tone of their essays as well as to the 
artistic and technical form of their writing. From this pre-
vious study I attempted to conclude with an estimation of the 
degree of relationship between the essays of Montaigne and 
Bacon and an evaluation of their distinctive genius as creators 
of a new literary form. 
The quotations used in the three chapters, dealing 
only with the essays themselves, were taken entirely from the 
essays of the authors, Montaigne and Bacon. Footnotes have, 
therefore, been used for the most important and lengthy 
quotations and in those cases where the exact source of each 
quotation was not stated in the body of the thesis itself. 
ii 
CHAPTER ONE 
II 
I 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Montaigne, the French Essayist 
The importance and significance of Montaigners essay 
as a development of literary "genre" is evident today. But 
that Montaigne realized the value of his own writing as a 
literary art is doubtful. To him essay writing was a very 
personal matter. He expressed this idea in a short introductio 
written for the June, 15g0 edition of his essays, in which he 
addressed the following from the author to the reader: 
This, reader, is a book without guile. It was 
intended for the particular use of my relations and 
friends, in ·order that, when they have lost me, which 
they must soon do, they may here find some traces of 
my quality and humour, and may thereby nourish a more 
entire and lively recoll ection of me. Had I proposed 
to court the favour of the world, I had set myself out 
in borrowed beauties; but it was my wish to be seen in 
my simple natural and ordinary garb, without study or 
artifice, for it was myself I had to paint. 
Here Montaigne openly maintained that the subject of his essays 
was himself. The reader will find, therefore, that the essays 
are filled with introspective discussions and personal ex-
periences written in an informal, discursive, and conversationa 
style which allows the reader a pl~asant intimacy with the 
author. If Montaigne had been writing what he had thought 
would have been a momentous work for the public eye, he pro-
bably would not have indulged in such intimate and frank dis-
cussions of himself, and would probably have "set himself out 
in borrowed beauties, 11 as he put it. The essays, then, as 
---------=-==~F====================================-======~~==-~=-=--==-==============*========= 
Montaigne intended, were to be informal and subjective. Fur-
thermore, in his estimation, they were to be merely literary 
works of temporary value, for he said, 
I write my book for few men for few years. Had 
it been a matter of duration, I should have put it 
into a better language. According to the continual 
variation that ours has been subject to hitherto, who 
can expect that thi present form should be in use 
fifty years hencet 
Montaigne had no conception of the lasting value of his art; 
for, if he had had he probably would have written his essays 
in 11 a better language," that is, in Latin. Then the essays 
would not have been intimate, agreeable, philosophical dis-
cussions that reached men's hearts, because they were an ex-
pression of life in the people's own language, in the vernacu-
lar. These very qualities, which Montaigne had not considered 
lasting, proved to form the genius of his essays--to make them 
living pieces of literature in all ages. 
Concerning the time of the writing of the essays, it 
is important to note that Montaigne did not begin writing un-
til shortly after the year 1571. He was then about thirty-
eight years of age, and had at that time retired from public 
activity to a quiet and meditative life at the Castle of 
Montaigne. B,y that time he was a man of mature and sound 
judgment, having acquired a wealth of experience as student, 
soldier, courtier, magistrate, and parliamentary counsellor. 
The early period in his life from his birth in 1533 to the 
1. Montaigne•s Essays, Book III, Chapter IX. 
2. 
time of retirement was most important in forming the intellect 
and habits of this great French essayist. Careful considera-
tion must be given, therefore, to the influence of his family, 
friends, and his educational and vocational background. 
From the time of his infancy Montaigne's bringing up 
was under the careful supervision of his father, whose wealth 
and intellectual progressiveness led him to investigate various 
theories of education. The theories followed for Montaigne's 
training were surprisingly modern, for his father did not 
believe in compulsion or unpleasant methods of teaching. 
Montaigne described in his essays the method used to teach him 
1 Greek when he wrote, 
As to Greek, of which I have but little smattering, 
my father also designed to have taught it me by art, but 
in a new way, and as a sort of sport; tossing out declen-
sions to and fro, after the manner of those who, by cer-
tain games at the table and chess, learn geometry and 
arithmetic; for he amongst other rules, had been advised 
to make me relish science and duty by an unforced will, 
and of my own voluntary motion; and to educate my soul 
in all liberty and delight, without any severity or 
constraint.2 
The unfavorable effect of such training was to make the boy 
heavy, idle, and of slow wit. On the other hand, the freedom 
allowed in his studies gave him a chance to digest the great 
classic works at his own rate, so that he formed his opinions 
by himself and they were surprisingly mature. In reviewing 
these methods used in his education (which methods he later 
defended in his carefully worked-out chapter, Of the Education 
2. Montaigne's Essays, Book I, Chapter XXV. 
3· 
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of Children), Montaigne found the following advantage: "What 
I saw, I saw clear enough, and under this lazy complexion 
nourished a bold imagination and opinions above my age." This 
early boldness of imagination fostered by an ever growing 
delight in the freedom of his own thought was an important 
development in the intellectual background of the youth who 
was to become the great French essayist. In addition to this 
advantage gained from his training Montaigne found great 
pleasure in his readings, so that later when he sought an 
occupation for his life of retirement and meditation he natu-
j rally returned to his ancient masters and spent hours turning 
the leaves, making annotations, and dictating the thoughts and 
whimsies that were to become his essays. 
Montaigne's education was thoroughly classical even 
in the very early period when he had private tutors about whom 
he wrote, 
In my infancy and before I began to speak, my 
father committed me to the care of a German (who 
since died a famous physician in France}, totally 
ignorant of our language, but very fluent and a great 
critic in Latin. This man whom he had sent for out 
of his own country and whom he entertained at a very 
great salary for this end only, had me continually 
with him. To whom there were also joined two others 
of the same nation, but of inferior learning, to 
attend me and sometimes to relieve him; who all of 
them conversed with me in no other language but 
Latin. 11 3 
So it was that Montaigne learned to speak Latin before he could 
3. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book I, Chapter XXV. 
I I 
II 
5. 
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speak his mother tongue. His studies in Latin and Greek were 
continued in a grammar school called the College of Guyenne. 
Later he attended the University of Bordeaux to study law. 
This completely classical education neglected to provide him 
with any background of scientific knowledge. The influence 
,....p '\.,.t- ..... __ .. _ ... _ .. _ ___ ,.., __ .L~!'I ..... 
speak his mother tongue. His studies in Latin and Greek were 
continued in a grammar school called the College of Guyenne. 
Later he attended the University of Bordeaux to study law. 
This completely classical education neglected to provide him 
with any background of scientific knowledge. The influence 
of his training is reflected in his essays as shown by his 
devotion to the classic writers, especially Plutarch and 
Seneca from whose works he borrowed numerous anecdotes to 
illustrate his ideas. It was also his habit to use many Latin 
and Greek allusions, taken from his readings, and to write in 
an illogical, re~bling manner, which denotes a lack of train-
ing in the scientific method of exact and progressive thought. 
His manner of discursive and conversational writing, however, 
is a reflection of his own temperament rather than of his 
studies. For, if he had followed the example of his favorite 
classics, he would have learned their precise and concise 
style of writing; but it was his own habits of idleness and 
leisurely contemplation that were to decide the temper and 
tone of the essays. 
In regard to Montaigne•s family and friends the most 
important figures were his father, who planned his son 1 s 
whole career for him, and Montaigne's friend, Etienne de La 
Boetie. Montaigne and his father were adherents of the Roman 
Catholic faith, but the other members of the family were 
strangely separated on the question of religion. His mother 
belonged to a group called the 11 New Christians 11 , said to have 
5· 
6. 
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been formed of expelled Jews who professed Christian faith 
under the pressure of persecution. In addition to this vari-
ance in beliefs, Montaigne had a sister and a brother who were 
Protestants. As a result there were many family controversies 
which caused Montaigne to develop a wide-awake and critical 
attitude toward religion. These discussions open and free, 
but never bitter, revealed to him the value of all types of 
religion. He became tolerant and skeptical about man's con-
ception of religion in general, although for himself he cla1me 
to remain firm in the beliefs of the Catholic Church. Yet 
after translating the Natural Theology of Raymond Sebond, at 
his father's request, he wrote an essay called Aoology for 
Raymond Sebond in which he definitely shows his skepticism, 
ending his essay with the famous phrase, "Que sais-je?". He 
was, moreover, severely criticized and misunderstood because 
of his outspoken, unconventional discussion of theism in 
this essay. 
Montaigne's friendship with La Boetie was one of 
the most valuable and lasting experiences in his life. He 
later devoted an essay, Of Friendship, to the praise of the 
love of friend for friend as the greatest love among men. 
Montaigne believed that he had found in his relationship with 
La Boetie the perfect friendship. La Boetie was the elder of 
the two men, formed and mature in judgment. He offered 
Montaigne firmness in ideals of duty and valuable lessons in 
conduct and in the dangers of Montaigne's own temperament. 
The influence of this companion and teacher came at the period 
in Montaigne's life when he needed it the most. Skeptic 
and egoist in the earliest and most uncertain stage, Montaigne 
benefi~ted greatly from the influence of the intellectual and 
moral maturity of this man who was in harmony with himself. 
From La Boetie he learned the lesson of self-restraint and the 
joys of virtuous living. Montaigne grew to love and esteem 
the noble nature of his friend, for Montaigne fully believed 
that 11his was a full soul indeed, and that had every way a 
beautiful aspect."4 After La Boetie's death Montaigne was 
inconsolable; nor at any time during his life did he find any 
just substitute, even among the members of his family, for 
this great friendship. 
Montaigne•s father purchased and held the office of 
Magistrate for some time. When his son completed his studies 
in law, the position was handed down to him. This vocation 
was his father's choice not Montaigne•s. He did not relish 
the duties of this office, as he could never reconcile himself 
to routine or compulsion of any sort. Yet he gained valuable 
knowledge and understanding of the political and civil strife 
going on at that time in France. The inhuman treatment of 
heretics during the civil wars was to become a subject of 
much discussion in his essays. Montaigne saw time and time 
again the insufferable torments inflicted on prisoners under 
7. 
II 
II 
the pretense of justice. On the subject of such cruelties he 
wrote, 
For my part, even in justice itself, all that 
exceeds mere death appears to me pure cruelty; especially 
in us, who ought to have that regard to souls to dismiss 
them in a good and calm condition; which cannot be when 
we have discomposed them by insufferable torments.5 
Montaigne was a severe critic of the radical and brutal means 
used to further a cause, even though the cause itself might 
be just. He saw, too, that such methods would not obtain the 
right results. Concerning the use of the rack he wrote, 11 The 
putting men to the rack is a dangerous invention and seems to 
be rather a trial of patience than of truth. • • • • • What 
would not a man say, what would not a man do to avoid such 
intolerable torments? 11 6 In addition to these experiences as 
magistrate, later, as courtier and parliamentary counsellor, 
Montaigne learned the ways and practices of the French court, 
especially during the reign of Henry III. This experience 
gave him material for his essays on manners and government, 
such essays as The Ceremony of the Interview of Princ~s and 
Of Sumptuary ~· 
Business affairs were not to Montaigne's liking, 
nor did he have the ability to manage such affairs. During 
his youth he had never had to occupy himself with money 
matters, and after his marriage, at the age of thirty-three, 
5· Montaigne's Essays, Book II, Chapter XI. 
6. Ibid., II, V. 
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he left the management of the family expenses entirely to his 
wife. Following his father's death the estate was put in 
Montaigne's hands, but he acknowledged his negligence and lack 
of interest when he said, "Since the eighteen years that I 
have had my estate in my own hands, I could never prevail with 
myself either to read over my deeds or examine my principal 
affairs, through my knowledge and inspection.n7 In order to 
simplify matters, since his income was quite limited, he 
resigned himself to fitting his desires to his means, and 
settled down to a comparatively quiet life at the Chateau de 
Montaigne. Here, about the year 1572, Montaigne began the 
composition of his essays; yet, all the time he kept an active 
interest in the troubles of his country. Montaigne's interest 
never failed, but he never allowed himself to be an active 
partisan of any faction. His desire to follow the path of 
moderation lead him away from accepting any radical ideas 
either to satisfy his enthusiasm or his ambition. Even in 
relation to the royalty Montaigne's tact and refusal to be 
a slave to any one kept him out of a great deal of trouble. 
He was well acquainted with Paris and the court. But with 
time he made fewer and fewer journeys from his estate, pre-
ferring to keep himself at home where he occupied himself 
with books and writing in his study in the 11 tower 11 of the 
castle. Montaigne described the hours spent there--"There I 
7. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter IX. 
~===#==--- ----- -------
turn over now one book, and another, of various subjects, 
without method or design. One while I meditate; another I 
record and dictate as I walk to and fro, such whimsies as 
these with which I here present you."g 
Montaigne's readings from the large library in his 
possession were important in developing the content and form 
of the essays. An idea from his reading would often be the 
beginning of an essay. He also used his readings to find 
suitable anecdotes to illustrate his thought. In his youth 
he had developed a taste for the ancient classic writers, so 
his favorite sources were such authors as Seneca, Plutarch, 
Virgil, Caesar, Cicero, Terence, Homer, and Tacitus. Montaigne 
favored the works of the historians especially Plutarch's Lives 
and Caesar's Commentaries, and it is from the writings of the 
historians that he took most of the anecdotes for his essays. 
His reason for this preference is explained in his discussion 
on books in which he said, 
The historians, however, are my true men; for 
they are pleasant and easy, where immediately man in 
general, the knowledge of whom I hunt after, appears 
more lively and entire than any where besides: the 
variety and truth of his internal qualities, in gross 
and piece-meal, the diversity of means by which he is 
united and knit, and the accidents that threaten him.9 
Montaigne like the historians because they made a study of man, 
and the study of man in all his aspects was the chosen theme 
g. Montaigne•s Essays, Book III, Chapter III. 
9. Ibid., II, X. 
10. 
of Montaigne 1 s essays. 
The first two books of the essays were printed in 
15SO, and the fifth edition, having the third book, in 15SS. 
After the publication of the first edition Moritaigne made his 
famous trip to Italy, Switzerland, and Germany. On his return 
to Bordeaux he was greeted as the new .mayor-elect. He reluc-
tantly accepted this position, not being ambitious for public 
office. During the period of his mayorality he continued to 
live at his estate in partial retirement, but the civil strife 
did not allow him the peace that he desired when he wrote, 
1Tis retirement I have chosen for my repose from the 
war. I endeavor to withdraw from the public tempest, as 
I also do another corner in my soul. Our war may put on 
what forms it will, multiply and diversify itself into 
new parties; for my own part, I shall not budge. Amongst 
so many garrisoned houses, I am the only person of my 
condition that I know of, who have purely entrusted mine 
to the protection of Heaven, without either removing 
plate, deeds or hangings.lO 
To add to the horror of the ciVil turmoil a plague started in 
the city, and Montaigne, forced to leave his home with his 
family, had great difficulty in finding food and shelter among 
friends in the stricken city. In the last book of his essays 
he described vividly, in the following passage, the embarrass-
ment of his situation: 
But behold another aggravation of the evil, which 
befel me in the tail of the rest. Both without doors 
and within, I was assaulted with a plague, most violent 
in comparison of all others. I had to suffer this 
pleasant condition, that the sight of my house was fright-
10. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book II, Chapter XV. 
11. 
12. 
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ful to me; whatever I had there was without guard, and 
left to the mercy of everyone. I myself, who am of so 
hospitable a nature, was myself in a very great distress 
for a retreat for my family; a wild and scattered family, 
frightful to both its friends and itself, filling every 
place with horror where it attempted to settle; having to 
shift abode as soon as any one's finger began to ache; 
all diseases are then concluded to be the plague, and 
people do not stay to examine what they are.li 
When the plague finally ended, Montaigne again returned to his 
castle, where between 15S5 and 15SS he occupied himself with 
the fifth edition of his essays. He revised the two first 
books by adding anecdotes here and there as they seemed to 
need filling in. The third book, written during that period 
of three years, contains essays that describe Montaigne's 
dilemma while a public official during the civil wars and the 
plague and much philosophizing concerning government and causes 
of wars. In this last book there are also evidences of his old 
age, for he reminisces much concerning himself, his experiences 
and life in general. He makes numerous references to death 
and the vanity of human ambition. These last essays are even 
more lengthy and illogical than the others. It is with 
difficulty that the whimsies of his thought can be followed, 
and there are many repetitions of the same thought. Yet the 
maturity of his ideas is well and thoroughly expressed, being 
less over-burdened by historical anecdotes. He ends his last 
essay with this characteristic remark: 11 In short, all this 
hodge-podge that I scribble here is nothing but a register of 
the essays of my life." 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Bacon, the English Essayist 
The essays of Francis Bacon are often considered to 
be his most original work as an author. They are entirely his 
own in thought and form and perhaps the best expression of his 
wit and genius as a man of English letters. As a work of 
philosophy the essays are reflections and counsels on the 
practical and useful side of life. Bacon's philosophy was a 
philosophy of affairs, whereas Montaigne•s was more that of 
life, that is, the inner, personal existence of man. The 
reason for Bacon's attitude of practical philosophy may be 
found in the study of his nature and temperament as a man of 
action. · 
Bacon was naturally an ambitious man; he led a life 
of unusual activity, political and legal as well as literary. 
He could not be satisfied with mediocrity, so he eagerly 
associated himself as soon as possible with the influential 
members of the court in the hope of gaining royal favor for his 
career. It was very natural that he should entertain such 
hopes, for his family were of the aristocracy, and through 
them he had been acquainted with the royal court from child-
hood. His father, Sir Nicholas Bacon, had held the office of 
Lord Keeper of the Great Seal during the early part of Queen 
Elizabeth's reign. His mother was a well educated woman of a 
very distinguished family. Her father had been tutor to Edward 
the Sixth, and she was herself sister-in-law to Sir William 
Cecil who later became Lord Burghley. Francis Bacon was, there-
I fore, brought up with all the advantages of rank and wealth. 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
!I 
I' II 
,, 
I 
I' 
As a result of this environment he developed a taste for fame 
and extravagance, and his career as a lawyer and statesman 
often interfered with his work as an author and philosopher. 
His character as a man of public affairs and as a philosopher 
was very inconsistent. On one hand, he gave in to the practice 
of all sorts of conceits and pretenses to obtain royal appoint-
ment and material gain; while, on the other hand, he sincerely 
devoted himself to study because he claimed, "I found that I 
was fitted for nothing so well as for the study of truth." The 
essays are, then, the writings of the philosopher who is pre-
senting the truths gathered from the experience and wisdom of 
the man of action. 
It was expected by Bacon's family that he would 
follow in the service of the Queen and the cause of Protestant-
ism. With this in view, his father gave him the best education 
to be had in that period. Bacon attended Trinity College at 
Cambridge, where he suffered under the strict, restraining 
scholasticism that had prevailed from the Middle Ages. Here 
he imbued himself in the study of the classics, but he did not 
make himself a slave to any of their teachings or to any of 
his studies. He realized that "to spend too much time in 
studies is sloth; to use them too much for ornament, is 
affectation; to make judgment wholly by their rules, is the 
humour of a scholar. 111 It was during this period of study 
that Bacon was slowly developing his theory of the need for 
practical and scientific investigation to find the truth of 
any matter. At this time he also expressed his objection to 
the philosophy of Aristotle and the set rules by which this 
philosophy claimed to embrace all knowledge. But his training 
in the classics did have the value of developing his admiration 
for the style and language used by the ancient masters. Bacon 
followed the example of their concise, polished forms in 
writing his English essays, and, of course, later in his 
philosophical works written in Latin. As a matter of fact, 
Bacon, like Montaigne, believed that Latin was the only lasting 
language; so he wrote his De Augmentis Scientarium, his Novum 
Organum, and the other works that he wished to hand down to 
posterity, in Latin. The essays were written first in English, 
but later he translated most of them into Latin, and wrote in 
his epistle dedicatory to the Duke of Buckingham, 11 I thought it 
therefore agreeable to my affection and obligation to your 
Grace, to prefix your name before them, both in English and 
in Latin. For I do conceive that the Latin volume of them 
(being in the universal language) may last as long as books 
last. 11 Both Bacon and Montaigne considered their essays to be 
merely of temporary value, as we would consider most magazine 
1. Bacon's Essays, L. 
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articles today. Bacon even called his essays 11 trivia 11 • He 
did realize their current and popular appeal when he stated 
(also in the epistle dedicatory), "I do now publish my Essays; 
which of all my other works have been most current; for that as 
it seems, they come home to men 1 s business and bosoms. 11 But 
he seemingly did not expect that his essays would continue to 
11 come home to men 1 s business and bosoms 11 in future generations, 
or that they would be considered great literary art in all ages. 
The essays are, furthermore, a reflection of the 
practical philosophy that Bacon gained from his experiences at 
court and as a lawyer. He had entered Gray's Inn to study law 
and then went to France with the English ambassador for pre-
liminary experience as a diplomat. When he returned to England, 
his father had died, leaving a very small inheritance for his so • 
Bacon was forced to choose a profession; so, in view of his 
past experience and education he chose law. At the age of 
twent,y-three he began his career as a member of Parliament. It 
was during this period of his career, while he was a member of 
Parliament, that he acquired much of his vast knowledge of men 
and affairs. At this time also he was forming hie written 
collection of sentences, proverbs, quotations, Witty remarks, 
' and ideas on various subjects that came to his attention. 
This collection developed into his essays. The essays that 
grew out of his experience at court at this time are Of 
Seditions and Troubles, Of Great Place, Of Nobility, Of Delays, 
Of Ambition, Of Negociating, Of Dispatch, and Of Followers and 
17. 
Friends. They reflect his wisdom on political and economic 
matters, as well as his understanding of human nature and 
temperament. 
I Bacon enjoyed his preoccupation with business affairs. 
In spite of the extravagance to which his political ambition 
lead him, he had a sound evaluation of money. In his essay 
Of Expense he wrote, 
Riches are for spending, and spending for honour and 
good actions. Therefore extraordinary expense must be 
limited by the worth of the occasion •••••• But 
ordinary expense ought to be limited by a man's estate; 
and governed with such regard, as it be Within his com-
pass; and not subject to deceit and abuse of servants; 
and ordered to the best shew, that the bill may be less 
than the estimation abroad. 
His interest and understanding of the phases of government 
were also very keen. The essay Of Nobility contains the 
following discussion on the value of nobility within a monarch: 
A great and potent nobility addeth majesty to a 
monarch, but diminisheth power; and putteth life and 
spirit into the people, but presseth their fortune. It 
is well when nobles are not too great for sovereignty nor 
for justice; and yet, as the insolence of inferiors may 
be broken upon them before it come on too fast upon the 
majesty of kings. 
These observations were very probably taken from his experienc 
at court. It was very natural that Bacon should favor an 
aristocratic government, yet he was aware of the dangers of 
nobility and its control over government. His observations 
also lead him to remark on the matter of seditions and 
J troubles that "when discords and quarrels, and factions, are 
11 carried openly and audaciously, it is a sign the reverence of 
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I i government is lost. 11 The many petty trials and disagreements 
I 
I 
1 in the courts of Queen Elizabeth and of James I were the cause 
of much political disturbance in Bacon's time. In these 
matters and in his discussion of such practical worldly affairs 
as dispatch in business, delays, expense, fortune, faction, 
negociating, greatness of kingdoms and estates, and judicature 
Bacon shows great wisdom, as well as good moral balance. But 
in viewing his career it must be admitted that he did not 
practice what he preached. His inconsistency as a philosopher 
and as a man of affairs is notable. 
In his essay Of Ambition Bacon remarked, 11 Ambition 
is like choler; which is a humour that maketh men active, 
earnest, full of alacrity, and sti·rring, if it be not stopped." 
When he wrote this he was very probably reflecting on the life 
of trouble and strife that resulted from his own ambitious 
nature. For he had begun at this time his struggle for recog-
nition and rank, having made a petition for the privilege of 
working in the Queen's service. It was at this time also that 
he began his important friendship with the Earl of Essex, then 
the Queen's favorite. Essex on his part sincerely hoped to 
help Bacon, while Bacon admired Essex'-s youthful and adventur-
ous character. Yet it cannot be said that the depth of feel-
ing of man for man, such as existed between Montaigne and La 
Boetie, was ever to be found in this friendship between Bacon 
and Essex. It seems that Bacon was not capable of deep 
sentiment; this fact is well shown in his essay, Of Friendship, 
I' 
I 
in which he rather coldly calculates the 11 advantages 11 of 
friendship. Perhaps his unsentimental, ambitious nature is 
best revealed in his dealihgs with Essex and Queen Elizabeth. 
The office of Solicitorship was Bacon's hope and aim. 
Essex had pleaded with the Queen in Bacon's behalf; but Bacon 
had spoiled his own chances by openly interfering with the 
Queen's demands, when she had requested at a meeting of 
Parliament a large grant of money supposedly for foreign ex-
penses. The Queen remained offended for some time, but final-
ly made Bacon a member of her Learned Counsel in 1600. During 
this whole period the continual quarrels between Queen 
Elizabeth and her favorite, Essex, had been a great hindrance 
to Bacon's political progress. He took interest in warning 
Essex against his boasts of military success and of popularity 
with the people. Queen Elizabeth was not one to allow even 
her favorite to interfere with her reign. But Essex, proud 
and daring, refused all advice, became involve4 in martial 
intrigues in Ireland which he could not handle himself, 
abandoned the situation and returned to England. Queen 
Elizabeth, greatly angered at his rash failure, refused him 
the privilege of coming to the court. EsBex sulked by him-
self for a while, then, calling his followers together, he 
took up arms against the Queen and the government in what he 
claimed was self-defense. He was taken prisoner and put to 
trial. This momentous occasion has been the cause of much 
commenting, for Bacon, as a member of the Learned Counsel, 
'I 
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was called upon to defend the Queen and the government. It 
seems to have been thought that, had it not been for his 
speeches, Essex might have escaped or been pardoned later. The 
fact is that the public did not recognize the full importance 
of Essex's crime. So, after Essex was convicted and executed, 
Bacon wrote, at the Queen's request, an account of Essex's 
offences revealing the full implication of the case and the 
injury done to the government and to the Queen. Still the 
popular opinion concerning hie behavior towards his friend and 
patron was far from favorable. Bacon claimed that, as a loyal 
citizen and servant to the Queen, he could not defend treason 
from any man, regardless of the fact that he had at one time 
been his friend and protector. It is hard to tell whether 
Bacon favored the Queen because he saw that his advantage lay 
in her hands, or whether he was sincere in his declaration of 
1 duty and was trying to follow tre·principle expressed in his 
essays that one must "be so true to thyself, as thou be not 
false to others; specially to thy king and country. 1 2 Still 
the censure of public opinion would not leave him in peace, so 
a few years later (in 1604) he wrote his Apology in certain 
imputations concerning the late Earl of Essex, in which he 
attempted to explain his actions in this matter. 
In the year 1597 Bacon had published the fi rat 
edition of his Essays. This was the first book that launched 
2. Bacon's Essays, XXIII. 
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him on his literary career. It must be remembered that these 
essays were written during the very active period of his 
political career--a period not only of great activity, but 
also of great mental worry and disturbance of mind. Bacon did 
not write his essays in a time of retirement and leisure as 
Montaigne bad done. His active life undoubtedly influenced 
1 the form and tone of his essays. He said himself that Mthe 
I 
I, 
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want of leisure hath made me choose to write certain brief 
notes, set down rather significantly than curiously, which I 
have called Essays. The word is late, but the thing is 
ancient. For Seneca's Epistles to Lucilius, if one mark them 
well, are but Essays--that is, dispersed meditations though 
conveyed in the form of Epistles." The pithy and epigrammatic 
style reveals an author who was practical, to the point, and 
very probably much rushed for time. Yet they are well-polished 
writings, showing Bacon's amazing abiliv.r to express ideas 
clearly and precisely. The tone of the essays is highly 1m-
personal and formal, making a sort of handbook of "counsels 
civil and moral" meant to bring philosophy to the people in a 
popular and practical manner. It is very probable that Bacon 
borrowed the idea of popularizing philosophy in essays from 
Montaigne. At any rate, both authors succeeded in forming a 
literary 11 genre 11 that was very popular reading in their time, 
and one that has become a highly developed art today. 
Montaigne 1 s essays are in some respects more interesting, 
pleasant reading. Bacon did not have time to indulge in 
22. 
whimsical digressions. As a result, his essays are more formal 
and business-like, but his use of wit and polished style made 
them the most quotable prose in English. 
Bacon prophetically wrote in his essays, "Certainly 
great riches have sold more men than they have bought. Seek 
not proud riches, but such as thou mayest get justly, use 
soberly, distribute cheerfully, and leave contentedly. 11 3 
Throughout the greatest part of his political career he had 
been in debt in spite of his ability as a lawyer. His ambition 
drove him on and, luckily, after Queen Elizabeth's death he 
won political recognition under James I. In the meantime he 
had procured the dignity of knighthood through the influence of 
his cousin, Cecil, and had married Alice Barnham, the daughter 
of a London alderman. In June, 1607 he was appointed Solicitor 
General. Following this came his rapid rise to political fame; 
he was appointed in turn Attorney-General, Privy Councillor, 
Lord Keeper of the Great Seal, Lord Chancellor and given the 
title of Viscount St. Alban, all within a period of about 
fourteen years. These positions provided him with a good in-
come, so that with this and the money he acquired as his 
brother's heir he was really relieved of financial worries. 
Yet his personal taste for extravagance did not leave him 
satisfied. When complaints were made of abuses in the courts 
of Chancery and Justice, Bacon was accused of haVing accepted 
3. Bacon's Essays, XXXIV. 
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bribes and gifts. An inquiry and trial followed with the 
result that Bacon admitted his guilt and was convicted. As a 
matter of form he was confined to the Tower for a few days, 
then was forced to pay an enormous fine. At this time he 
suffered great dejection of mind and body. His health was by 
then badly impaired by the strain of worry and tremendous 
physical activity. In fact he was unable to appear at his 
own trial and had to retire to his country home at Gorhambury. 
He expressed his own case very well when he wrote, "Certainly 
men in great fortunes are strangers to themselves, and while 
they are in the puzzle of business they have no time to tend 
their health either of body or mind. 11 4 The advice that he 
offered in his essay, Of Regiment of Health, that "to be free-
minded and cheerfully disposed at hours of meat and of sleep 
and of exercise, is one of the best precepts of long lasting", 
was probably a reflection of his own neglect in these matters 
and of the sad results. Worn out physically, greatly depressed 
mentally, he was forced to retire from public life at the 
height of his political career. This was the very bitter end 
to Bacon's disheartening struggle for political fame and 
prosperity. 
The truly great work of this man had yet to be 
finished, that is, his philosophical and scientific writings. 
Fortunately his failures in public life left his spirit un-
4. Bacon's Essays, XI. 
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daunted in the search for truth. It is in this period of ad-
versity that Bacon wrote, 
Prosperity doth best discover vice, but adversity 
doth best discover virtue. • • • • • The virtue of 
prosperity is temperance; the virtue of adversity is 
fortitude, which in morals is the more heroical virtue.5 
Bacon made his practice of fortitude a devotion of all his 
efforts to the completion of his great literary task. During 
the last five years of his life Bacon published the Latin 
version of his philosophical work, The Advancement of Learning, 
wrote his Natural History, and completed the last edition of 
his Essays, which were then increased to fifty-eight in number. 
With the publication of these works between 1622 and 1626 and o 
his most celebrated work, the Novum Organum, (previously pub-
lished in 1620) Bacon had made his greatest offering to 
posterity. His contribution to the progress of human thought 
was invaluable, especially his development and introduction of 
the inductive or scientific method of thought, which is con-
sidered today, for the most part, the accurate method for 
scientific observation. Bacon had a keen, alert, and practical 
!1 mind as well as a great intellectual curiosity. These traits 
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added to a remarkable confidence in himself made him a bold, 
progressive thinker and a courageous scientist. In March of 
the year 1626 he was badly chilled as a result of exposure 
while making an experiment. He was stuffing the inside of a 
5. Ibid., V 
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dead fowl with snow to see if the snow would delay the process 
of putrefaction. Bacon developed a severe bronchitis and died 
in April of the same year. 
Of the personal or family life of Bacon very little 
seems to be known. He is remembered mostly in the light of 
his public literary career. Perhaps one of the main reasons 
for this is that he hardly, if ever, wrote much about himself 
or his personal life in his works. The very few essays that 
are in any way expressive of the less formal side of his nature 
are those entitled Of Masques and Triumphs, Of Building, and 
Of Gardens. The first was very probably written during the 
early part of his career, when as a member of Gray 1 s Inn he 
helped to put on masques and pageants for festive occasions. 
This essay shows a bit of his more youthful nature in the days 
when he had occasion to use his thorough knowledge of the 
essentials of such performances. But notice the predominance 
of his serious and practical nature even in this subject, 
when he started his essay by saying, "These things are but 
toys, to come amongst such serious observations. But yet, 
since princes Will have such things, it is better they should 
be graced with elegancy than daubed with cost. 11 Apparently 
he did not think this subject worthy of much consideration, for 
this is one of the essays that were never translated into 
Latin. The other two essays, Of Building, and Of Gardens, 
contain his likes and dislikes concerning houses and gardening. 
Even in such matters of personal fancy Bacon remains serious, 
26. 
to the point, and very methodical in explaining himself. The 
opening sentence in his essay on building states, 11 Houses are 
built to live in, and not to look on; therefore let use be 
preferred before uniformity, except where both may be had." 
He was probably writing this from experience, since he built 
a new country home for himself at Gorhambury. In his essay 
on gardens he very carefully lists the type of things to be 
grown in the garden for each month of the year. His interest 
in gardening was developed during his stays at his country 
home. 
All these things give slight evidence of the nature 
and interests of this great man. Yet it is very difficult 
for the student to get a complete picture of the personality 
of Francis Bacon. One reason seems to be that his writings 
are so objective that they reveal little of the man himself; 
the other is that the inconsistency of his character is diffi-
cult to understand and even his biographers have admitted the 
difficulty of estimating his true nature. A passage from An 
Essay ~ Lord Bacon by Lord Macaulay will perhaps sum up and 
point out the conflicting traits in Bacon's personality. 
Those who survey only one half of his character may 
speak of him with unmixed admiration or with unmixed 
contempt. But those only judge of him correctly who 
take in at one view Bacon in speculation and Bacon in 
action. They will have no difficulty in comprehending 
how one and the same man should have been far before his 
age and far behind it; in one line the boldest and the 
most useful of innovators, in another line the most 
obstinate champion of the foulest abuses. In hie library, 
all his powers were under the guidance of an honest 
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ambition of an enlarged philanthropy, of a sincere love 
of truth. There no temptation drew him away from the 
right course. 
It is, of course, 11 in the library 11 that Bacon wrote his essays. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
A Comparison of the Subject Matter and Thought of 
Montaigne's and Bacon's Essays 
From the previous study of the temperament, education, 
I and interests of each essayist it may be inferred that their I 
I individual characteristics and attitudes will result in much 
differentiation in the form, tone, and subject matter of their 
essays. It is well to remember, however, that they have one 
essential trait in common in writing their essays. That is, 
that they are both recording their thoughts on the main phases 
and general aspects of life--moral, social, and political. In 
reviewing the titles of the essays of each author we find, ther 
fore, that they both write about the following groups of sub-
jects: marriage and single life, parents and children, educa-
tion, friendship, wisdom, beauty, youth and age, custom, 
innovations, war, government, glory and power, business manage-
ment, reason and passion, riches, ambition, anger, superstition, 
love, travel, health, honor and reputation, religious faith 
and atheism, death, judgment and justice, faction, studies and 
books, conversation or discourse, and the vicissitude of things 
They are both presenting their philosophy of life to their 
readers for their benefit in the form of dispersed meditations 
and counsels. It is also natural that, being both men of good 
classical education, philosophers at heart, and men of the same 
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'! century, their ideas and conceptions of certain essential phases I 
'of life should agree. But here, for the most part, the like-
1ness and parallelism stops. Essentially, the attitude of each 
jauthor concerning the aim and purpose of his essays differs 
I greatly. 
Montaigne did not limit himself in any way in his 
choice of subject matter or in his manner of discussion. He 
said of his essays, 
These are my own particular opinions and fancies and 
I deliver them for no other but only what I myself believe; 
neither have I another end in this writing but only to · 
discover myself •••••• I have no authority to be 
believed, neither do I desire it, being too conscious of 
my own inerudition to be able to instruct others. 
There is no highly idealistic or didactic purpose to be found 
here. Montaigne's study of life is a study of man through a 
study of himself. The choice of subjects and the thoughts 
expressed are, therefore, highly subjective--a revelation of the 
man himself. Through this revelation of himself he hopes to 
help others to an understanding of human nature. So after 
giving a detailed account of an experience he explains, 11 This 
is not my doctrine, it is my study: it is not the lesson of 
another, but my own and yet, if I communicate it, it ought not 
to be taken 111. That which is of use to me may also, perhaps, 
be useful to another. 11 2 Montaigne thus carries forth the moral 
1. Montaigne•s Essays, Book II, Chapter VII. 
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1 purpose of his essays; but he is a realist in presenting the 
!! good and the bad of the situation, and, "suspending his own 
judgment" concerning the matter, he often leaves the reader to 
his own moral conclusions. In this way Montaigne avoids 
direct didacticism, and wisely asks, 11 Is it not better to re-
I' 
1 main in suspense than to entangle one's self in the innumerable 
errors that human fancy has produced? 11 3 On the other hand, 
Montaigne's extreme skepticism and the liberty that he takes 
in the subjective and discursive manner of discussion leave 
his essays without any element of unity or consistency in 
thought and matter. He said himself that he was unwilling to 
I restrain the fancy of his ideas in writing and that he could 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
,, 
I 
not meditate on one subject for any length of time. Here again 
we find the important influence of the man's temperament of his 
works. His whimsical and imaginative nature undoubtedly had 
its advantages, for it lent charm and informality to the essays 
Montaigne would indulge in the discussion of subjects that 
appealed to him for the moment and that had little practical 
value. He loved oddities, so he wrote essays on cannibals, 
1 on the custom of wearing clothes, on smells, on names, and on 
,I 
destriers. He often wrote discussions directly from his read-
ing such as the essays, Defence of Seneca and Plutarch, A 
'I 3· Monta1gne 1 s Essays, Book II, Chapter XII. 
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Consideration Upon Cicero, Of Roman Grandeur, and Of Ancient 
Customs. This great variety of subject matter will be found 
not only in the titles of the essays, but also within the 
essays themselves. It is especially true in the third book, in 
which the essays are very lengthy and filled with repetitions. 
For example, in Book Three, Chapter nine, Of Vanit¥, he talks 
on all of the folloWing subjects: his objection to writers who 
have nothing of philosophical value to offer, his personal 
deficiency in business affairs, innovation as the cause of 
civil wars, the reason for his rambling and inconsistent 
manner of writing, the dangers of faction, and his love for the 
city of Paris. Such a hodge-podge of subject matter certainly 
takes away all the appeal of variety and whimsy. In spite of 
Montaigne•s many apologies and exp anations for his negligence, 
the reader is left with a feeling of great vexation and con-
fusion. It seems unforgivable that Montaigne should have 
allowed his laziness and indifference to artistic form to mar 
the soundness and brilliancy of his intellect and wit. 
Francis Bacon was more inclined to write only on 
those subjects on which he could offer practical philosophy and I 
counsel. In fact he limited himself in choice of matter and in 
expression of thought by narrowing his 11 dispersed medi tati ons 11 
to the form of 11 counsels civil and moral 11 • The reason for 
! this limitation was that he had a decidedly idealistic and 
didactic purpose as an author. In his famous letter to Lord 
Burghley, a letter written at the age of thirty-one, five years 
33· 
II 
==~~ ================== 
II 
---- --
---- -
before the first publication of the Essays, he stated his plans 
/ and appealed for help to further his career in the following 
I 
: manner: 
I 
Lastly, I confess that I have as vast contemplative 
ends as I have moderate civil ends; for I have taken all 
knowledge to be my province; and if I could purge it of 
two sorts of rovers, whereof the one with frivolous dis-
putations, confutations, and verbosities, the other with 
blind experiments and auricular traditions and impostures, 
hath committed so many spoils, I hope I should bring in 
industrious observations, grounded conclusions, and profit-
able inventions and discoveries: the best state of that 
province. 
I I This amazing declaration of his plans for study and service to 
I mankind is admirably idealistic; and not less amazing in his 
I confident statement, 11 I have taken all knowledge to be my 
1
1 
province. 11 It was characteristic of Bacon to be optimistically 
hopeful--hopeful of man's improvement and confident in the be-
lief of hie own ability to help and advise men. It is not sur- 1 
I prising, therefore, that his essays should be forceful utterances 
of one who assumed himself to be capable of instructing and 
bettering the public with his wisdom and advice. Their force-
fulness is also due to the fact that, for the most part, they 
are short, keep close to the subject chosen, and are written in 
sentences that are to the point and highly epigrammatic. As a 
result, the consistency of thought and subject matter within 
each essay is much greater than that in Montaigne's essays. 
Yet it is not unusual to find in Bacon's essays that the 
sentences are independent units of thought, having little 
ideational connection with one another. Bacon, however, does 
not wander off the subject or favor numerous digressions. 
Usually each essay is carefully centered about one main idea 
which is expressed in a carefUlly polished and formal style. 
This formality and objectivity in Bacon's essays becomes rather 
tiresome at times, and a bit of fanciful variety would be wel-
come. The general effect of his essays is that of a very im-
personal manual of wisdom, information, and suggestions on moral 
and social conduct and on the general business of managing 
worldly affairs. The subjects of discussion are treated accord-
ingly; so that in the essay, Of Great Place, for example, Bacon 
I not only explains the disadvantages of those in high office, 
but also gives a careful account of how to behave and discharge 
lone's self to best advantage while holding office. His advice 
lj 
ll iS undoubtedly taken from his personal experience as a lawyer 
~~ and. politic ian, yet he never mentions himself nor his experience 
l in developing his point. For this reason we never see Bacon, 
l the man, as the subject of his essays. His subject matter and 
I 
thought are devoted almost entirely to the philosophy of worldly 
affairs, expressed objectively and formally. Of the very few 
l essays that do not fall strictly within this category are the 
I 
1 essays entitled, ·Of Masks and Triumphs, Of Building, and. Of 
!Gardens. These essays are the exceptional few that are indica-
tive of his personal interests or declare openly and directly 
his personal likes and dislikes in the first person • . 
The outstanding characteristics of the two essayists 
are well compared in a passage in one of Montaigne's essays. 
35-
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I 
!The passage, found in his essay, Of Books, comparee the 
jattributee of two great classic writers, Plutarch and Seneca. 
I 
!' I would liken Bacon to Plutarch and Montaigne to Seneca in this 
I; description. 
I 
I] 
I 
I 
Their instructions are the cream of philosophy, and 
delivered after a plain and pertinent manner. Plutarch is 
more uniform and constant; Seneca more various and undulati g. 
The last toiled, set himself, and bent his whole force to 
fortify virtue against frailty, fear, and vicious appetites 
The other seems more to slight their power; he disdains to 
alter his pace, or stand upon his guard. Plutarch's 
I 
opinions are Platonic, gentle, and accommodated to civil 
society: those of the other are Stoical and Epicurean, 
more remote for common use, but more proper for private 
sanction and more firm. 
These distinctive qualities in each essayist will become more 
evident with a careful and close study of the attitudes and 
philosophy of each as expressed in their essays. 
Of the two Montaigne is decidedly the individualist, 
insisting on the importance of individual thought and expression 
in view of the theory that man's greatest task and du~ is to 
! know himself. Montaigne did not hesitate to make it known 
I that while 11 everyone looks before him, I look into myself and 
have no other business but with myself. 11 4 Such a statement as 
this may sound merely like the boasting of an egoist. Even 
Montaigne realized the danger of his being misunderstood, for 
he complained, 11 I find myself fettered by the laws of ceremony; 
for it neither permits a man to speak well of himself nor ill. 11 5 
14• Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book II, Chapter VII. 
11 5. Ibid. I II, XVII. 
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But what he was really offering was great sincerity and depth 
of wisdom. He openly admitted what few have been Willing to 
admit--that the true center of our concern in life is our own 
welfare and interests above all others. Montaigne accepted 
this fact stoically, nor did he see any reason to try to change 
this attitude. He firmly believed that the relation of man to 
himself was of more importance than that of man to other men. 
In his opinion it was very necessary that man should cherish 
his soul and his intellect for himself, lending himself to 
others but giving himself only to himself. To do this Montaign 
claimed that 11 a wise man ought to withdraw and retire his soul 
from the crowd, and there keep it at liberty and in power to 
judge freely of things. 11 6 At another time he expressed his 
opinion of the importance of individuality when he wrote, 11 I 
care not so much what I am in the opinion of others, as what I 
am in my own: I would be rich of myself, and not by borrowing. 
Strangers see nothing but outward appearances: they do not 
see my heart, they see but my countenance. 11 7 Expressed in this 
declarative and outspoken manner, Montaigne's doctrine may 
appear rather selfish and conceited. But it must be admitted 
that he has pointed out a very important psychological factor. 
Correct self-evaluation and self-esteem are necessary to in-
dividuality and strength of character. However, the danger in 
this philosophy was that, as Montaigne withdrew into himself an 
6. Ibid., I, XXII. 
7. _I_bi_d~ __ II_, __ XVI.==== 
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into the contemplation of the functions of the inner man, he 
was very apt to forget that man must consider himself as an 
active member of society. 
Now Francis Bacon was very much concerned with the 
importance of his place in society. His relation to other men 
and the opinion that they formed of him were very significant 
facts in his life. Bacon spent his life in active participatio 
in the affairs of his country and he was proud of his accomplis 
menta. In his attempt to make a place for himself in society 
he was perhaps too willing to give himself away to gain favor 
or to serve the queen or king. In actual life he found the 
temptations to make himself appear great and prosperous in the 
eyes of his fellowmen too great to overcome. In this respect 
he was weak; but in his philosophy, as expressed in his essays, 
he was very dogmatic concerning the place of man in society and 
man's mission in life for the improvement of society. Perhaps 
his ideas concerniQg wisdom for a man's self can be expressed 
best in his own words. He wrote, 
Certainly men that are great lovers of themselves 
waste the public. Divide with reason between self-love 
and society; and be so true to thyself, as thou be not 
false to others; specially to thy king and country. It 
is a poor centre of a man's actions himself •••••• 
Wisdom for a man's self is in many branches thereof, a 
depraved thing. It is ths wisdom of rats, that wilt be 
sure to leave a house somewhat before it fall. It is 
the wisdom of the fox, that thrusts out the badger who 
digged and made room for him. It is the wisdom of 
crocodiles that shed tears when they would devour.g 
g. Bacon's Essays, XXIII. 
I 
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II Thus Bacon wittily warned against selfishness, suggesting the 
need of a greater mission and authority than ourselves. In the 
relationship of man to society Bacon was interested in the 
ethical side of the matter. The following passage is also a 
, good example of Bacon's didactic manner in writing the essays. 
11 The power to do good is the true and lawful end of aspiring, u 
he said. "Merit and good works is the end of man's motion; 
and the consciousness of the same is the accomplishment of man's 
rest. For, if a man can be a partalcer of God's theater, he 
shall likewise be a partaker of God's rest. 11 9 Not only should 
good works be our aim in life, but also we should play an active 
part in "God's theater.u He realized that good intentions or 
well formulated ideals are not sufficient; they must be put 
into action to do any good. It is interesting to note at this 
point that Bacon led a life of tremendous activity both politi-
cal and literary. His ambition and desire to accomplish great 
things was astounding. He said bravely, like a man set out to 
conquer the world, 11 I have taken all knowledge to be my prov-
ince." Compare with this Montaigne's attitude while holding 
the office of magistrate, when he remarked, 11 I bad no care but 
to conserve and to continue, which are silent and insensible 
effects.nlO The desire to improve or to make progressive 
changes was not in Montaigne•s nature. 
9. Ibid., XI. 
10. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter X. 
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The reason for Montaigne's lack of worldly ambition 
is to be found in one of the predominant traits of his characte • 
Montaigne was a skeptic . His famous phrase, 11 Que sais-je?" 
resounds throughout his essays. The uncertainty of man's 
judgment was a thing at once tremendous and terrifying in 
Montaigne's eyes. He filled his whole essay called Apology 
for Raymond Sebond with discussions on the vanity of human 
reason. At no time does Montaigne show faith in man as a power 
within himself. In a quotation from Pliny he agrees that 11 this 
only is certain, that there is nothing certain, and that nothin 
is more miserable or more proud than man.ull The only hope for 
man, as he saw it, was to turn to God for guidance; for 11 men 
can not have principles if not revealed to them by the 
divinity; of all the rest the beginni ng, the middle, and the 
end nothing is but dream and vapour . nl2 It is no wonder that 
Montaigne lacked desire for worldly success! He had no trust 
in his judgment nor in any other man's judgment. There was 
little delight for him in man's institutions, and he was con-
tinually deploring the inconsistency and frailty of his 
country's laws. At one time he exclaimed, 11 Do but consider 
the form of this justice that governs us; it is a true testi-
mony of human weakness, so full it is of error and contrad1c-
tion!nl3 In spite of all the fault that he found with the 
11. Montaigne's Essays, Book II Chapter XIV 
12. Ibid., II, XII 
13. Ibtid., III, XIII. 
weakness of human reason, Montaigne did not set out to better 
matters, but seemed to accept that things had to be as they 
were. Since neither he nor any other man had the clarity of 
judgment or of understanding to see things as they really were 
or to manage them to the greatest advantage, Montaigne believed 
in leaving everything to fortune. In one of his essays he 
wrote, 
The stress and main of business I have ever referred 
to heaven: good and evil fortune are, in my opinion, two 
sovereign powers: it is folly to think that human provi-
dence can play the part of fortune •••••• I moreover 
affirm that our wisdom itself, and wisest consultations, 
for the ~oat part commit themselves to the conduct of 
chance.l 
Man's efforts, then, in regard to worldly success and riches ar 
vain and useless. It is not surprising that, with this atti-
tude of resignation to fate and of futility of effort, Montaign 
was not much concerned with ambitious desires or with ideals of 
progress. At all times, however, he maintained a lively in-
terest in the problems and strife of his country (as can be 
seen in the many essays discussing the civil wars in France at 
that time); yet Montaigne had no desire to be a figure in pub-
lic life. What he did definitely believe in and concentrated 
his efforts on was a full, complete personal life. He even 
stated that "It is an absolute and, as it were, a divine per-
fection for man to know how loyally to enjoy his being. 1115 
14. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book III, Chapter VIII. 
15. Ibid., III, XIII. 
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But his guide in enjoying life, as in all things, was moderation 
In this sense he is a true epicure. To Montaigne moderation was 
a safe-guard against all eVil and crime. In a way it was a 
refuge for his skeptical and indolent nature. But, fundamentall , 
moderation was a sincere essential of his moral code, for he be-
lieved that 11 the virtue of the soul does not consist in flying 
high, but in walking orderly; its grandeur does not exercise 
itself in grandeur but in mediocrity. nl6 
As, on one hand, we find Montaigne skeptical and 
pessimistic about himself and man's abilities, on the other, we 
find Bacon positive, dogmatic, and Pl atonic in his hopes for 
improving the realm of knowledge and in his trust of mankind. 
Bacon's optimistic hopefulness urged him on to formulate great 
plans; he undoubtedly hoped for great honors in public life. 
Yet in his essays he shows the good balance of values that he 
lacked in life. In his essay Of Great Place he warns that "men 
in great place are thrice servan t s: servants of the sovereign 
or state; servants of fame; and servants of business. So as 
they have no freedom; neither in their persons, nor in their 
actions, nor in their times. It is a strange desire, to seek 
power and to lose liberty; or to seek power over others and 
to lose power over a man's self. 11 Perhaps this was a later 
reflection on the distress that his desire for great place had 
caused him. In this matter of great place Montaigne agreed 
16. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter II. 
42. 
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with Bacon that 11 the advantages of sovereignty are little better 
than imaginary. 11 Besides Montaigne thought that man' s desire 
for renown was very vain and selfish. In his essay, Of Glory, 
he wrote, 
The dispersing and scattering our names into many 
mouths we call making them more great: we Will have them 
there well received, and that this increase turn to their 
advantage, which is all that can be excusable in this 
design. But many covet to have a name, be it what it will. 
The desire to make a name had been Bacon's weakness; also this 
desire led to his belief in the necessity of seeking a patron o 
a group of influential people who would help him to rise. Baoo 
claimed 11 that the consideration of facti on is not to be neglect-
ed. Mean men, in their rising, must adhere; but great men, 
that have strength in themselves, were better to maintain them-
selves indifferent and neutral. 11 With Montaigne, his attitude 
of self-independence kept him from giVing himself over to any-
one or to any group for any purpose. He said 11 I cannot engage 
myself so deep and so entire; when my will gives me to a part,y, 
it is not with so violent an obligation that my judgment is 
infected with it.nl7 Montaigne neither sought nor trusted in 
the power of glory and fame. Furthermore, he was skeptical of 
all man's institutions and kept away from any obligation to 
them, lest his judgment be infected with the corruption of 
their reason. 
17. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter X. 
Bacon was more open to the idea of change than was 
Montaigne. They were both wary of innovations especially in 
matters of government. Montaigne said that innovations were 
the cause of ciVil wars, while Bacon advised, "It is good also 
not to try experiments in states, except the necessity be 
urgent, or the utility evident; and well to beware that it be 
the reformation that draweth on the change, and not the desire 
of change that pret~ndeth the reformation. nlS But Montaigne 
made a much stronger attack against novelties and changes, when 
he commended Plato's laws, which did not allow young people to 
introduce too many new fashions. Montaigne objected to such 
11 shifting from this to that, hunting after novel ties, and 
applauding the inventors; by which means manners are corrupted 
and old institutions come to be nauseated and despised. In 
all things, saving only in those that are eVil, 11 he wrote, "a 
change is to be feared; even the change of seasons, winds, 
viands, and humours.nl9 It seems that too much caution in re-
gard to innovation, such as Montaigne expresses, would be harm-
ful to those having a creative and progressive spirit. Bacon 
was a man of great hopes for future progress and improvement; 
therefore, he did favor innovations to some extent. In his 
essay Of Innovations he wrote, 
Surely every medecine (remedy) is an innovation; and 
he that will not apply new remedies must expect new evils; 
I lS. Bacon's Essays, XXIV. 
!I 19. Montaigne's Essays, Book II, Chapter XLIII. 
44. 
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for time is the greatest innovator; and if time of course 
alter things to the worse, and wisdom and counsel shall 
not alter them to the better, what shall be the end? ••• 
They that reverence too much old times, are but a scorn 
to the new. It were good therefore that men in their 
innovations would follow the example of time itself; which 
innovateth greatly, but quietly, and by degrees scarce to 
be perceived. 
It was Bacon's belief that man had the power and the judgment t 
correct the faults that time and practice may have caused; more-
over, man should be alert for chances of improvement or progres 
Yet, like Montaigne, Bacon saw the danger of unnecessary, rashl 
accepted innovations, so he advised, 11 follow the example of time 
it self. 11 
In the matter of custom and convention Bacon was more 
conservative than was Montaigne. The opinions and counsels 
given in Bacon's essays are, on the whole, in agreement with 
the accepted thought and practice of the society of his time. 
This does not mean, ·however, that Bacon sacrificed the truth 
or originality of his thought to the convention of the times; 
for, he rigorously opposed those thinkers who blindly accepted 
by dint of habit, or who refused to investigate the truth be-
fore making their conclusions. Bacon practised what he preache 
in his writing, when he advocated the inductive or scientific 
method of thinking. But it must be remembered that, although 
Bacon was an origtnal, vigorous thinker, yet it was in his 
nature to form conventiomd and highly ethical opinions in regar 
to civil or moral affairs. It is not surprising then that he 
should accept custom as one of the greatest forces in man's 
life, or that he should come to the conclusion that 11 since cus-
tom is the principal magistrate of man's life, let men by all 
means endeavor to obtain good customs.n20 He had remarked him-
self in one of his essays that 11 the predominancy of custom is 
everywhere visible; insomuch as man would wonder to hear men 
profess, protest, engage, give great words, and then do just as 
they had done before; as if they were dead images and engines 
moved only by the wheels of custom. 1121 In this last statement 
it might seem that Bacon showed some objection to the power of 
custom over man; but for the most part, he accepts the habits 
and institutions of his society, adding counsels of his own, 
however, on their correct interpretation and use, but not with 
dramatically surprising ideas for getting rid of them. This 
latter attitude was more like Montaigne's, for there was one 
thing that Montaigne refused to sacrifice to custom or to con-
vention, and that was his intellect. In this respect Montaigne 
was thoroughly an individualist; so, for this reason he ex-
presses in his essays many ideas that depart drastically from 
the conventional thought of his day. Consider among these his 
open discussion of man's relation to God and the statement that 
"we are either wholly and absolutely to submit ourselves to the 
authority of our ecclesiastical polity, or throw off all 
obedience to it";22 or his definition of friendship in which 
20. Bacon's Essays, XXXIX. 
21. Ibid., XXXIX. 
22. Montaigne•s Essays, Book I, Chapter XXVI. 
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he wrote, 11 All things, wills, thoughts, opinions, goods, wives, 
children, honour, and life, being, in effect common betwixt 
them, and their condition being no other than one soul in two 
bodies, according to the very proper definition of Aristotle, 
they can neither lend nor give anything to one another.n23 No 
less unconventional and origtnal are his discussions of prayer, 
his opinions concerning the vanity of human reason, his study 
of the habits of animals compared with those of man and his 
conclusion--"~ which it appears that it is not upon any true 
ground of reason, but by a foolish pride and vain opinion, that 
we prefer ourselves before other animals and separate ourselves 
from their society and condition! 1124 Unlike Bacon, Montaigne 
had no ideals of decorum or restraint in his thinking. 
Montaigne often becomes objectionable in his indulgence in free 
discussions of sex; one thing of which we never find Bacon 
guilty. But the pleasant and profitable side of Montaigne's 
free, imaginative discussions is the intellectual interest and 
stimulus that they give to the reader. 
Francis Bacon's conception of religion and religious 
duty appears to be a very practical one, in which the funda-
mental principle is that man is put on earth to do good, and, 
therefore, the ethical implication of all worldly affairs is 
23. Ibid., I, XXVII. 
24. Ibid., II, XII. 
most important. His essays are, in fact, an expression of his 
moral philosophy, for they are counsels civil and moral. They 
point out virtuous conduct in matters of business, government, 
love, friendship, counsel, judicature, ambition, and passion. 
I do not think that Bacon was at all sentimental or fatalistic 
in his religious beliefs. The essay in which he discussed the 
need for unity in religion, points out very sensibly and con-
cretely the dangers of differences within the church itself and 
without among its members. Yet I do believe that Bacon had a 
sincere faith and trust in the divine. He wrote, 11 It is true, 
that a little philosophy inclineth man's mind to atheism; but 
depth in philosophy bringeth men's minds about to religion. n25 
Again later in the same essay in which he condemns atheism he 
remarked, 
So man, when he testeth and assureth himself upon 
divine protection and favour, gathereth a force and faith 
which human nature in itself could not obtain. Therefore, 
as atheism is in all respects hateful, so in this, that 
it depriveth human nature of the means to exalt itself 
above human frailty.25 
Bacon did firmly believe in man's means to exalt himself above 
human frailty and that it could be done on this earth. 11 The 
inquiry of truth, which is the love-making or wooing of it, 
the knowledge of truth, which is the presence of it, and the 
belief of truth, which is the enjoying of it, is the sovereign 
good of human nature 11 26--the means of exalting one 1 s self above 
25. Bacon's Essays, XVI. 
26. Bacon's Essays, I. 
48. 
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human f'raili ty as expressed in Bacon 1 s own words Montaigne had 
little or no faith in the idea that man could rise above him-
self' while in the world. It is strange that Montaigne seems 
to be a combination of medieval religious enthusiast with the 
attitude of 11 contemptus mundi 11 and at the same time a frank 
epicurean. At times he shows a decided contempt for man and 
all things worldly, condemning man 1 s attempt to judge God and 
the affairs which, he believes, should be left entirely in God' 
power. Montaigne then claimed that "whatever we undertake wit 
out his (God's) assistance, whatever we see without the lamp 
of his grace, is but vanity and folly. We corrupt the very 
essence of truth, which is uniform and constant, by our weak-
ness, when fortune puts it into our possession. 11 27 At other 
times he was vitally concerned with the pleasures of the sensu-
ous side of' life. Then he would discuss freely and with great 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1: 
interest habits of eating, drinking, and love making. His de- 1 
scriptions, to be found especially in the third book, were apt jl 
I to be repulsive on some occasions, but most amazing is the f'ol1 
lowing advice that he gave concerning the education of young 
men. 
Let him be able to do everything, but love to do 
nothing but what is good. Let him laugh, carouse, and 
debauch with his prince: nay, I would have him, even 
in his debauchee excel his companions in ability and 
vigour, eo that he may not give over doing it either 
through defect of DOWer or knowledge how to do it, but 
for want of will.2B 
Rather a radical method to attain a good end! But Montaigne 
II 27. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book II, Chapter XII. 
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did understand human nature; he was worldly wise. On the other 
hand, he was sincerely deeply religious, insisting time and 
time again throughout his essays that faith was necessary and 
that 11 if we had a divine basis and foundation, human occasions 
would not have the power to shake us .u29 
Both philosophers speak of death as a ver,y natural 
aspect of life. Montaigne said, 11 Your death is a part of the 
order of the universe, it is a part of the life of the world." 
On this same subject Bacon wrote, 11 It is as natural to die as t 
be born." To Bacon it was a phase of life that was to be 
accepted, talked about but little, and considered as a means 
of relief from the cares of the world. Montaigne also con-
sidered death an inevitable stroke of fate; and, since we know 
nothing about it, why should we complain of it? But he also 
liked to dwell on the subject of death, to study the manner of 
men's deaths, their words and their looks, all of which he 
found very fascinating. 11 If I were a writer of books, 11 he 
wrote, 11 I ~Vould compile a register, with a comment of the 
various deaths of men; and it could not but be useful, for he 
who should teach men to die would at the same time teach them 
to live. 11 30 Both Bacon and Montaigne realized that some pre-
paration and premeditation of death was necessary. Montaigne 
claimed that he was always prepared for death, whereas Bacon 
29. Montaigne's Essays, Book II, Chapter XII. 
30. ~., I, XIX. 
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wrote in his essay, Of Death, that "certainly, the contemplation 
of death, as the wages of sin and passage to another world, is 
holy and religious; but the fear of it, as a tribute due unto 
nature, is weak. 11 It is the trappings of death that scares us; 
and, as Bacon cleverly put it, 11 men fear death as children fear 
to go in the dark; and as that natural fear in children is in-
creased with tales, so is the other. 11 31 
The importance of the prevalence of reason over 
passion is stressed by both authors. Montaigne said that our 
fear, desire and hope push us on to unreasonable actions towards 
the future, so that in the meantime we are deprived of the sense 
and consideration of that which really is in the present. He 
concluded that 11 we can never enough condemn the senseless and 
ridiculous sallies of our passione.n32 Bacon also wrote on the 
dangers of the passions, especially envy, love, revenge, anger, 
and ambition. He called revenge 11 a kind of wild justice, 11 and 
ambition 11 a choler"; love and envy he put on the same level for 
their ability "to fascinate or bewitch". Of anger Montaigne 
wrote, "There is no passion that so much transports men from 
their right judgments as anger.n33 Bacon thought that "who-
soever is out of patience, is out of possession of his eoul. 11 34 
In their opinion the danger of indulgence in passion lay in the 
loss of mastery and control over one's mental faculties; for, 
31. Bacon's Essays, II. 
32. Montaigne•s Essays, Book I, Chapter IV. 
33· Ibid., II, XXXI. 
34. Bacon's Essays, LVII. 
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in order to be master of the situation one must be able to 
judge and think clearly. Passions carry us beyond ourselves, 
leading us headlong into all sorts of calamities. Whether 
these men practised control over their passions to the extent 
that they advocated is doubtful. But I do think that of the 
two Montaigne would be the more guilty of giving in to his 
feelings. In spite of his statement that he believed himself 
to be very little subject to these violent passions, his essays 
seem to give ample evidence that he did not restrain his whimsy 
or his delight in sentimentalities. It was not his habit to 
force customs of decorum on himself, although he admired them 
in others. Even in his descriptions in his essays he allows 
himself too much freedom and departure from the conventions of 
good taste. Bacon, on the other hand, adhered strictly to 
ideals of restraint and decorum. In his career as statesman he 
was noted for his ability to hold his tongue, to be tactful, 
and to turn a phrase into a pleasing compliment. His essays 
reflect a writer who is reasonable, practical, and free of all 
emotion. This latter characteristic is apt to leave the reader! 
of his essays with a feeling of cold unpleasantness. The I 
warmth and cordial intimacy, found in Montaigne 1 s essays, are 
totally lacking in Bacon's; so, at times, we wish that Bacon 
could have indulged in some form of emotion or sentimentality. 
A comparison of the essay of each on friendship will show the 
difference in their temperamental attitudes. 
The love of man for man in the bonds of friendship 
52. 
was a beautiful and wondrous thing in Montaigne's eyes. He did 
not believe that any other love, except that of man for God, 
could be considered greater. He felt that his own friendship 
with Etienne de la Boetie was "so perfect, inviolate and entire, 
that certainly the like was hardly to be found in story, and 
amongst men of that age there was no sign or trace of any such 
thing.u35 The depth of emotion and sentiment to be found in 
such a friendship was very precious to Montaigne. At his 
) friends death he was inconsolable; indeed, he considered his 
friend another self. For he wrote in his essay Of Friendship, 
Our minds have jumped so unitedly together, they have 
with so fervent an affection considered of each other, and 
with like af f ection so discovered and sounded, even to the 
very bottom of each others' hearts and entrails, that I did 
not only know him, as well as mine own, but I would (veril 
rather have trusted him concerning any matter of mine, 
than myself! • 
Such was the depth of feeling that Montaigne considered to be 
essential element of true friendship. Now with Bacon the dis-
cussion of friendship appears to have an altogether different 
tone. After declaring the human need for friends, Bacon con-
tinued to reveal what he called 11 the principal fruits of 
friendship." The first is 11 the ease and discharge of the full-
ness and swellings of the heart. The next is understanding out 
of darkness and confusion of thoughts by discourse With a frien 
and faithful counsel from a friend. The last fruit is the 11 aid 
and bearing a part in all actions and occasions." He wrote, 
35. Montaigne's Essays, Book I, Chapter XXVII. 
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Here the best way to represent to life the manifold 
use of friendship, is to cast and see how many things 
there are which a man cannot do himself; and then it will 
appear that it was a sparing speech of the ancients, to 
say, 11 that a friend is another himself"; for that a friend 
is far more than himself. Men have their time, and die 
many times in desire of some things which they principally 
take to heart; the bestowing of a child, the finishing of 
a work, or the like. If a man have a true friend, he may 
rest almost secur~ that the care of those things will con-
tinue after h1m.3b 
This interpretation of the 11 use of friendship" seems to be 
very practical, materialistic, and unemotional. I can see no 
personal enthusiasm on Bacon's part for the affection of friend 
for friend. 
Neither Bacon nor Montaigne seemed to be much con-
cerned with the delights of family life. This part of life was 
an accepted necessity, a matter of custom not to be disputed, 
but otherwise not much discussed or esteemed. Montaigne said, 
"Wives, children, goods must be had, and especially health by 
him that can get it; but we are not to so set our heart upon 
them that our happiness must have its dependence upon any of 
them. u37 Yet both Bacon and Montaigne did look upon marriage 
as a desirable institution for society. In hie discussion of 
marriage and single life Bacon said, 
Certainly Wife and children are a kind of discipline 
of humanity; and single men, though they may be many times 
more charitable, because their means are less exhausted, 
yet, on the other side, they are more cruel and hard-
hearted, because their tenderness is not so oft called 
upon.38 
36. Bacon's Essays, XXVII. 
37. Montaigne's Essays, Book I, Chapter XXXVIII. 
38. Bacon's Essays, VIII. 
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Also Montaigne wrote of marriage, 11 If well formed, and rightly 
taken, 1tis the best of all human societies.n39 Perhaps one of 
the reasons for their lack of enthusiasm for the state of mar-
riage was that at that time woman was not admired for her 
capacities as friend and companion to man but merely as a sexual 
mate and mother to their children. They believed, furthermore, 
that love for women should not occupy too important a place in 
a man's life; for, as Bacon expressed it, "whosoever esteemeth 
too much of amorous affection qui tteth both riches and wisdom, 11 
and 11 amongst the great and worthy persons there is not one that 
hath been transported to the mad degree of love~ n40 The men of 
that age did not believe that women could offer them friendship, 
nor, as Montaigne said, could the love they bore to women be 
compared or ranked with others! 
In the matter of the training and education of chil-
dren these essayists offered very modern and progressive ideas. 
They both agreed that the children's love for their parents 
should be reverence, but 11 the illiberality of parents in allow-
ance toward their children is an harmful error--keep their 
authority towards their children but not their purse. 1141 
Montaigne expressed the same idea in his essay, Of the Affectio 
of Fathers to their Children, suggesting that respect is gained 
by authority, by no undue harshness, by setting good example, 
39. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter V. 
4o. Bacon's Essays, X. 
1j 41. ~·, XXXIX. 
II 
I 55. 
by teaching by reason, and by liberality with money. The 
necessity of beginning correct training at an early age was 
expressed by both essayists. Bacon said, "Certainly custom is 
most perfect when it beginneth in young years: this we call 
education; which is, in effect, but an early custom.u42 It 
was especially characteristic of Montaigne to complain against 
severity in teaching, for he believed that learning should be 
made delightful and tempting. This ideal is very manern as 
expressed in the following passage from his essay Of Education; 
"Away with this violence! Away with this compulsion! than 
which I certainly believe nothing more dulls and degenerates 
a well-born nature. 11 The next remark is also a very progressi v 
educational theory. 11 It is not a soul, it is not a body that 
we are training up; it is a man, and we ought not to divide him 
into two parts."43 Montaigne believed that true education was 
not mere bookish learning. Bacon also believed that studies 
were not an end in themselves, because studies were meant to 
"perfect nature, and are perfected by experience: for natural 
abilities are like natural plants, that need pruning by study; 
and studies themselves do give forth directions too much at 
large, except they be bounded in by experience. 11 44 Not only 
must experience in the world balance studies and be a part of 
education, but experience in worldly management should not be 
42. Ibid., XXXIX. 
43. Montaigne's Essays, Book I, Chapter XXV. 
44. Bacon's Essays, L. 
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put off too long. So Montaigne said that the world should be 
a young man's school and "considering the frailty of life and 
the many natural and ordinary wrecks to which it is exposed, we 
should not give so large a portion of it to idleness, either in 
childhood or in apprenticeship to the world.u 45 In business 
Bacon also believed that youth should take an active part along 
with men of age and experience. "Certainly it i.e good to com-
pound employments of both; for what will be good for the presen , 
because of the virtues of either age may correct the defects 
of both; and for good succession, that young men may be learner 
while men in age are actora.n46 As for study itself both 
philosophers warned against too easy and eager an acceptance of l 
other's teachings. Bacon wrote of books, 11 Some books are to 
be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed II 
and digested, 11 but, 11 Read not to contradict and confute; nor !I 
to believe and take for granted; nor to find talk and discoursef' 
4 ,I but to weigh and consider.'' 7 Montaigne said of the true 1 
scholar that 11 it is for him to imbibe knowledge, but not to I 
I 
adopt dogmas; and no matter if he forgets where he had his 
learning, provided he knows how to apply it to his own use. 11 4g 
I 
I 
They advised discourse with other men and travel as essentials 1 
I 
of education. Their departure from the ideal of classical 
Montaigne's Essays, Book I, Chapter XLVII. 
Bacon's Essays, XLII. 
Ibid., L. 
4g. Montaigne 's Essays, Book I, Chapter XXV. 
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and medieval scholasticism is remarkable . Wisdom, in their 
opinion, would not come from studies alone. For 11 to spend too 
much time in studies is sloth; to use them too much for ornament 
is affectation; to make judgment wholly by their rule, is the 
humour of a scholar.n49 Bacon and Montaigne believed that ex-
perience with life and with people is the greatest teacher. 
The depth and truth of their own wisdom came from the lessons 
that they learned during their active life among men and businee~ 
affairs. 
49. Bacon's Essays, L. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
The Literary Form and Art of the Essays of 
Montaigne and Bacon 
The peculiar genius of each essayist is most evident 
in the technical and artistic form of their essays. Although 
Montaigne and Bacon have in common the distinction of being 
the originators of the essay in their respective mother tongues, 
yet as artists of the form and tone of the essay they are dis-
tinctly individualists. To understand their many differences 
in the technique of writing an essay, we must turn again to 
their own conceptions of their literary art. Here it will be 
noted that nei~her, in giving an explanation of the form of 
their essays, set down any rules or suggestions for the techni-
cal form of writing to be used. They left their literary form 
to personal choice and discretion. The result was, that, as 
the habits and temperaments of each essayist differed, so did 
the artistic form of their essays. From Bacon we have a formalJ 
learned, carefully thought out essay; from Montaigne a personal 
essay, intimate, whimsical, rambling, and breezy . Depth of 
thought and amazing wisdom were, however, essential character-
istics of both essayists. 
To turn more directly to the words of each concerning 
their essays, the following statements Will reveal the attitu-
des that influenced the technique of each essayist. Bacon said 
that he was writing down 11 certain brief notes, set down rather 
6o. 
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significantly than curiously, 11 and these he called -essays or 
"dispersed meditations. 11 The subtitle that he gave to hie 
essays was "Counsels Civil and Mora1. 11 Now Bacon definitely 
limited himself in the purpose and tone of his essays. They 
were to be serious, for they were written "significantly" 
rather than curiously; furthermore, they were to be didactic 
as they were civil nand moral counsels. The serious care with 
which Bacon chose to present his philosophy lent itself best 
to a formal, well balanced, polished style. It seems quite 
fitting then, in view of his purpose, that Bacon should have 
chosen the brilliant directness of concise, epigrammatic 
sentences to put over the force of his ideas. In Montaigne•s 
case it was quite different. He called his essays his 11 own 
particular opinions and fancies 11 , insisting that he wrote them 
"for no other but what I myself believe 11 and 11 only to discover 
myself". Being entirely subjective in his writing, Montaigne 
did not consciously or intentionally restrict himself to being 
didactic or to writing significantly. Whereas Bacon was care-
ful of the effect that he made on the reader and conformed his 
style to his purpose, Montaigne did not. The tendency was for 
Montaigne to please himself not only in the manner of present-
ing his ideas but also in the technique of constructing his 
essays. Sometimes he wrote seriously and at other times fanci-
fully. It was characteristic of Montaigne to ramble on at his 
own leisure in long winding sentences, .often jumping from sub-
ject to subject according to the association of his own thought • 
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The result was a very inconsistent style, occasionally very 
clear and exact, leading the reader to valuable philosophical 
conclusions. But, for the most part, his discursive manner of 
writing left the reader entangled in a mass of variously 
assorted ideas and whimsies. 
Both essayists were very conscious of the literary 
form that they were creating. Montaigne talked about it in his 
essays, and Bacon expressed it in his restrained, careful 
manner of writing. To both authors thought content seems to 
have been more important than the form or structure of the 
essays themselves. Apparently they put more conscious effort 
into the expression of ideas than they did into the actual 
grammatical and artistic composition of their writing. This 
is especially true of Monta1gne's essays, in which form de-
veloped as an incidental accompaniment to the author's own 
whimsy and trend of thought. Montaigne 1 s literary style was 
really an expression of his personality--of his complete un-
willingness to conform to any rules that might have been a 
hindrance to the expression of his individuality. Yet he was 
very much aware of his discursive style, which he kept ex-
plaining and attributing to his attempt at maintaining complete 
suspension of judgment. He thought that it was very necessary 
to be cautious about forming judgments without weighing all 
sides of the question. As a result, his desire to consider the 
pros and cons of a question thoroughly led him to write many 
lengthy discussions, giving several illustrations for each 
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case, so that the explanations and digressions in one essay 
were often numerous. The effect that this habit had on the 
form of the essays did not seem to call for any correction in 
Montaigne's opinion. As a matter of fact he was proud of ad-
mitting the uncertainty of his own judgment and considered his 
attitude quite justifiable. He explained, 11 Could my soul once 
take footing, I would not essay, but resolve, but it is always 
learning and making trial. 11 1 Sine e Montaigne thought tba t 
neither he nor any other man had the power within himself to 
resolve, he kept on 11mak1ng trial 11 in his essays and often 
departed from the subject in discussion without any decisive 
conclusion. 
A good example of this is found in his essay entitled 
Of the Uncertainty of Our Judgment.2 In this essay he dealt 
with judgment in regard to military affairs, discussing such 
subjects as whether a conquered enemy should be pursued to 
extremi~, whether soldiers should be suffered to brave and 
insult the enemy, whether it is best to fall upon an enemy or 
to wait for an attack, and whether generals ought to disguise 
themselves before a battle. He carefully discussed both sides 
and gave examples of practices taken from history, shoWing 
success and failure from the same practice in different cases. 
Then he characteristically concluded with the suggestion that, 
1. Montaigne' s Essays, Book III, Chapter II. 
2. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Boo~ I Chapter XLVII 
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'I even in the affairs of war, our judgments were very faulty, 
and that in none of these matters could we find a solution; 
for, 11 it would seem that our counsels and deliberations depend 
as much upon fortune as any thing we do, and that she engages 
our very reason in her uncertainty and confusion." This is 
one of the numerous cases that make Montaigne 1 s essays rather 
vexing in their discursiveness, because they lead the reader 
merely to the conclusion that there is no conclusion. Another 
objection to his ramblings in 11 making trial" is that he often 
wandered far from the main idea in question, even forgetting 
it entirely, so that he had to recall himself after a long 
digression (as he did in his essay, Of Cannibals3) by saying, 
II 11 but to return to my story • • • • 
Yet there were many favorable aspects of Montaigne's manner of 
"essaying" and "making trial"; and, in spite of the inconsisten9y 
and lack of unity in his essays, the tremendous appeal of his jl 
open intimacy with the reader overcame the unpleasantness of 11 
Ill 
many of his defects. For in his rambling manner of expressing 
II himself he wrote with pleasing frankness and informality, 
pouring out his thoughts and sentiments as the genuine ex-
1 pressions of his wisdom and enthusiasm. With charming grace 
I 
I I 
I 
I 
II 
he could take the reader into his confidence and hold his 
interest with the vitality and color of his writing; for he 
was really painting life, and this was to him the only essenti 
I 
I 3· Ibid., I, XXX. 
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rule in the development of the literary style of his essays. 
In contrast to the extensive and unlimited form of 
Montaigne•s essays it may be said that Bacon chose a more 
definite, restrained manner of writing. Bacon was careful of 
the effect that he had on the reader, partly because he wished 
to advise and instruct, and also because he apparently took 
pride in his ability to have sound judgments and to express 
them effectively. There was nothing uncertain about his manner I 
of writing. Bacon did not argue or explain his reasoning as 
Montaigne did, nor did he allow himself· long digressions on 
irrelevant and whimsical subjects. As a matter of fact, he 
seemed to have little tendency to be fanciful. His method was 
to present positive maxims that had the force and conviction of 
the stroke of a hammer. The advantage of this positiveness was 
that he convinced his readers of the wisdom of his conjectures 
I as well as of his aptitude as a teacher of civil and moral 
I counsels. On the other hand, his manner was not so pleasing as 
Montaigne 1 s. Bacon's style was brilliant, clever, and striking, 
but its formal didacticism and Latinized structure were apt to I 
be too consistent and regular to hold interest as reading matter~ 
I 
The influence of the study and readings of each man, 
1: their habits of gathering proverbs or of making annotations 
d 
11 while reading, and the condi tiona under which they wrote were 
,, 
,I I all very important factors in forming their styJJe of writing. 
1
1 First, let us consider the habits and influences evident in 
I 
\ Bacon's literary composition. His consistently epigrammatic 
I 
manner of writing may be said to be due, in part, to his habits 
of collecting proverbs and maxims and of making his own jotting 
I 
very hurriedly during the business of the day. But, perhaps, j 
an even greater influence was the admiration that he had, as a 
result of his own classical education, for the Latinistic style I 
such as found in the wri ti·ngs of his favorite philosophical I 
I historian, Tacitus. 11 It is the attic style, which aims at 
Il
l idiomatic purity, not only in choice of words, but also in 
1
1 
simple and even severe correctness of construction, urbanitas, 
I I 
: ae the Latin says. 11 Bacon actually wrote most of his works I 
I 1
1 II in Latin, preferring this language to his own native vernacular,!' 
!i I I because he found in Latin a great exactness and precision in 
expression that was lacking in English, which is naturally a I 
more discursive language. Yet in writing his essays in English ! 
I Bacon was able to imitate admirably the Latinistic clarity and I 
conciseness in a manner that has not been equalled by any other ! 
English writer. He followed the example of the Latin stylists 
in the use of structure, giving his writing a striking epi-
grammatic quality. A passage from his essay, Of Adversity, 
will illustrate his ability to use antithesis in well balanced 
sentence structure. 
The virtue of prosperity is temperance; the virtue 
of adversity is fortitude; which in morals is the more 
heroical virtue. Prosperity is the blessing of the Old 
Scott, Mary A. ( Editor) The Essats of Francis Bacon 
(Charles Scribner's Sons, 190sr-pagexxii (Introduction) 
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Testament; adversity is the blessing of the New; which 
carrieth the greater benediction, and the clearer 
revelation of God's favor... Certainly virtue is like 
precious odours most frequent when they are incensed or 
crushed: for prosperity doth best discover vice, but 
adversity doth best discover virtue. 
Another good example of balanced structure and conciseness of 
expression occurs in the essay, Of Youth and Age. Speaking of 
the place of young men in the busire ss world, he remarked, 
1 "Young men are fitter to invent than to judge; fitter for 
I
! execution than for counsel; and fitter for new projects than 
1
1 for settled b.lsine ss. 11 These passages show how Bacon trans-
ferred the Latinistic style to his own English style of writing. 
Many times, moreover, his borroWing from the great classic 
writers was even more direct, and he quoted these authors in 
their own tongue, in order to express his own thought more 
effectively. Of the Latin authors whom he favored Tacitus 
came first, then after him other writers of the classics in-
cluding Cicero, Seneca, Plutarch, Livy, Vergil, OVid, Lucretius, 
Caesar, Plautus, Terence, Plato, Homer, and Aristotle. The 
I 
II 
I 
,I 
I 
l 
standing is slippery, and the regress is either a downfall, or 
at least an eclipse, which is a melancholy thing. •cum non sis 
/ qui fueri s, non esse cur velis vive-re .. ,4u In his essay, Of 
Friendship, he discussed solitude: 11 For a crowd is not company; 
and faces are but a tinkling cymbal, where there is no love. 
The Latin adage meeteth with it a little: ' Magna civitas, 
magna solitudo•5 11 Bacon would also insert Latin words or ex-
pressions within his own sentences to fill out the meaning. 
For example in writing about usury, he remarked, 11 I say this 
only that usury is a 1 concessum propter duritiem cordis', 11 (a 
concession on account of the hardness of the heart). In dis-
cussing studies he advised the man whose wit was not apt at 
distinguishing or finding differences, 11 Let him study the 
schoolmen; for they are 1 cymini sectores 1 , 11 (that is, hair-
splitters). These examples are evidence of Bacon's great ad-
miration for the Latin language and its idiomatic exactness, 
which this English ess~ist imitated quite successfully in his 
own essays after the manner and wit of the great classic writer • 
There was still another influence just as important 
in Bacon's development of style, that was the Bible. In 
1 
quoting he took a great number of his proverbs from the Bible, 
both the Old Testament and the New. These proverbs were some-
times written in Latin, but mostly they were translated into 
4. •Since you are not what you were, there is not reason why 
you should wish to live. 1 Cicero, Epistolarum ad Familiares. 
5. 'A great city is a great solitude.• Erasmus, Adagia. 
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English. He quoted the Scriptures many times throughout his 
essays to make his own counsel appear more valid and authorita-
tive. He did this in his essay on atheism when he wrote, "The 
scripture saith, 'The fool hath thought in his heart'; so that 
he rather saith it by rote to himself, as what he would have, 
than that he can thoroughly believe it, or be persuaded of it." 
Here he was explaining, by use of the Scripture, his own 
statement which he made later, "that atheism is rather in the 
lip than in the heart of man. 11 6 It is also notable that the 
style of Bacon's witty and epigrammatic sayings approached 
closely the manner of speech found in the Bible. Bacon used 
a simple, homely language written in terms of plain, everyday 
usage. This gave remarkable clarity to hie thought, expressing 
with skillful directness the wisdom that oame 11 home to men's 
business and bosoms." Here is a good example of his artistry 
in this vein. In hie discussion of envy he wrote, 11 For envy 
is a gadding passion, and walketh the streets, and doth not 
keep home. tt7 Then at the end of the same essay he called 
envy 11 the vilest affection, and the most depraved; for which 
cause it is the proper attribute of the devil, who is called, 
'The envious man, that soweth tares amongst the wheat by 
night'; as it always 
and in the dark; and to the prejudice of good things, such as 
6. 
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is the wheat. 11 8 In this last passage Bacon quoted the Bible 
(Matthew x1i25), then continued to complete his own metaphor 
in phraseology that much resembles that used in the King James' 
Version of the Bible. Bacon was well acquainted with both the 
Latin and English versions of the Bible. 
An even more unique and admirable quality of Bacon's 
composition was his ability to see and express analogies be-
tween things which appeared to have nothing in common. This 
was a gift of his own particular genius, an expression of his 
innate ability as an author. His striking use of metaphor and 
simile has been considered the height of this v.rpe of artistic 
form. Add to this the marvellous epigrammatic quality of his 
composition and we find such skillfully worded gems of wisdom 
as these: 
Virtue is like a rich stone, best plain set; and 
surely virtue is best in a body that is comely, though 
not of delicate features; and that hath rather dignity 
of presence, than beauty of aspect.9 
SusPicions amongst thoughts are like bats amongst 
birds, they ever fly by twilight.lO 
As baggage is to an army, so is riches to Virtue. 
It cannot be spared nor left behind, but it hindreth 
the march; yea, and the care of it sometimes loseth or 
disturbeth the victor,y.ll 
Men's behavior should be like their apparel, not 
too strait or po1nt1~ev1ce (precise), but free for exercise or motion. 
~ -8-.-Ib-1-d-.-,-I-X-.-
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And money is like muck, not too good except it be 
spread.l3 
The last two quotations show that Bacon did not hesitate to use 
familiar and vulgar modes of expression that would appeal to th~ 
I l I common man of worldly affairs. Bacon knew how to reach the I 
11 hearts and minds of men. He chose the language of the people 1 
1
1 and a style that made his sayings some of the most often quoted : 
prose in the English language. For he had perfected the tech- I 
I 
nique of polished and concise thought as no other English write ' 
I 
has been able to do since. In fact the fullness of thought and 
wisdom found in one of his sentences would be sufficient matter 1 
for a whole essay in modern composition. The following sen-
tences all from one essay, Of Studies, illustrate this point: 
Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for 
ability •••• Some books are to be tased, others to be 
swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested. • • 
Reading maketh a full man; conference a ready man; and 
writing an exact man. 
These are only a few of the 11 jewelled11 sayings that reflect 
Bacon's natural ability as an artist of literary form. 
. . 
In regard to Montaigne 1 s literary style, it must be 
remembered that, for the most part, he ignored any attempts at 
forming a polished or restrained manner of expression. The key 
to an understanding of his methods of composition Will perhaps 
be found in his statement, 11 I write as I speak in common con-
versation. 111 4-
,.t 
It wasAhis habit to revise or correct as he 
Bacon 1 s Essays, XV. 
Monta1gne 1 s Essays, Book III, Chapter I. 
I 
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wrote, in an attempt to make his writing more concise or under-
1 
standable to hie reader. Montaigne 1 e writing was a spontaneous 
flow, and even in the matter of spelling and punctuation he 
could not be bothered with stopping for corrections. He was 
aware of the many mistakes and omissions that he probably made 
as he wrote, eo he remarked himself, that "Whoever shall know , 
how lazy I am, and how indulgent to my own humour, Will easily / 
believe that I had rather write as many more essays, than to 
be bound to revise these over again for so childish a cor-
rection.nl5 The result was that, since he gave in to his in-
dolent nature and wrote only at his own leisure, when he had 
nothing else to do, he developed a very discursive, rambling 
style. Yet even in this he was not consistent; for it seems 
that the influence of his classical education and particularly 
of his habit of making short, precise annotations in his books 
developed in him an ability to write occasional phrases or 
sentences that were admirable for preciseness in expression. 
Consider, for example, the epigrammatic quality of the follow-
ing quotations taken from several of his essays: 
The CQnduct of our lives is the true mirror of our 
doctrine.lb 
Those things dearest to us that have cost . ue most; 
and giving is more chargeable than receiving.l7 
15. Montaigne•s Essays, Book III, IX. 
16. Ibid 1 I, XXV. 
I 17. Ibid., II, VI. 
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We trouble life by the care of death, and death by 
by the care of life; the one torments, the other 
frightens us.l8 
Everyone is well or ill at ease according as he 
finds himself: not he whom the world believes, but he 
who believes himself to be eo, is content; and therein 
alone belief gives itself being and reality.l9 
These examples show that Montaigne did have the ability to be 
concise, but it seems to me that his sayings do not have the 
force or brilliance of Bacon 1 e epigrams. They are well ex-
pressed and convince the reader of the author 1 s wisdom, yet 
they are not so wittily said. Montaigne was not, apparently, 
an enthusiastic student of the Latinistic style, as Bacon was. 
Yet Montaigne quoted freely, as Bacon did, from the 
Latin and Greek writers. He made use of their proverbs and 
maxims in much the same manner, using the direct Latin 
quotations without translation to supplement his own expressio 
or ideas. The only scruple that he had about quoting was that 
it must be done cleverly and discreetly. Furthermore, in 
quoting a saying or doctrine from Plato, for example, he be-
lieved, 11 It is no more according to Plato than according to 
me, since both he and I equally see and understand in the 
I 
same manner. • • • I quote others only in order to better 1 
express myself.u20 In his choice of authors Montaigne was apt 
to be more partial than Bacon, for Montaigne favored Tacitus, 
18. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book III, Chapter XII. 
19. Ibid., II, XL. 
20. Ibid., I, XXV. 
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I' Seneca, and Plutarch above all, and admitted that he owed much ~~ 
I 
in particular to the study of Seneca and Plutarch. Montaigne 1 
preferred the historians, because he thought that 11 it is always /! 
,, 
good and of use to read them, for they furnish us everywhere 
with excellent and laudable instructions from the magazine of 
their memory, of great concern to the relief of life.n 21 His 
method of studying man was not only to study himself, but also 
to study the accounts of the past conduct and experiences of 
men; so he used numerous stories and anecdotes throughout his 
essays, taken mainly from the accounts of the historians who 
were themselves recorders of life. 
It will also be noted that, in the matter of choosing 
a style of writing, Montaigne preferred a fuller, more leisurel 
expression of his ideas to the pithy, concise phrases that 
Bacon wrote, Montaigne's unit of thought, moreover, was not 
the sentence, but rather the paragraph, which in one way made 
his essays much smoother reading. For he, too, had the ability 
to write striking passages with the use of simile and metaphor; 
but the contrast between Bacon's manner of writing and the 
fuller, richer descriptions in Montaigne's essays is remarkable 
The following quotation is an admirable example of Montaigne 1 s 
use of simile. Speaking of the falseness of man's science 
(knowledge), he wrote, 
I 
,\ 21. Montaigne•s Essays, Book I, Chapter XXV. 
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' 
Just as women make use of teeth of ivory where the 
natural are wanting, and instead of their true compleXion 
make one of some artificial matter; as they stuff them-
selves out with cotton to appear plump, and in the sight 
of everyone do paint, patch, and trick up themselves with 
a false and borrowed beauty, so does science ••••• 
Philosophy presents us not that which really is, or what 
she really believes, but what she has contrived with the 
greatest and most plausible likelihood of truth and the 
quaintest invention.22 
II 
I
I Here it may be s~en that Montaigne, like Bacon, favored plain 
I outspokenness. In the choice of language and mode of expressio 
il it may be said that Montaigne tended toward being even more 
I 
I plain and vulgar than Bacon did. Montaigne called all attempt 
at affectation in speech a childish and scholastic ambition; 
then, in speaking of his own desire to use only those words and 
phrases in current use, he said, "As for me, may I never use 
any other language than what is understood in the markets of 
Paris! 1123 Another good use of simile, a bit more pleasing, 
perhaps, than the other, is to be found in his discussion in 
which he attacked the pedants. 
And like birds who fly abroad to forage for grain, 
and bring it home in their beaks without tastingit them-
selves to feed their young; so our pedants go picking 
knowledge here and there out of several authors, and hold 
it at the ton~e 1 s end only to distribute it amongst 
their pupils.24 
Such a passage as this proves that Montaigne was undoubtedly 
very adept at the use of simile and metaphor and that the 
22. Montaigne'a Essays, Book II, Chapter XII. 
23. ~., I, XX!/. 
24. Ibid., I, XXII. 
75· 
II 
I 
fullness of his expression was very pleasing. Still I believe 
that the force of his own particular genius is yet to be found 
in other modes of expression--that is, in his ability to 
analyze or describe the emotions in beautifully written prose, 
in his intimate, confidential manner of informali~, and in 
his colorful use of interesting anecdotes borrowed from the 
1 great classic writers. 
I 
I 
li 
I 
For the beautiful description of emotion and the 
clever use of classical material, I have ~hosen a passage from J/ 
his essay, Of Sorrow. Montaigne claimed that extreme sorrow is I 
unutterable. 
And, preadventure, something like this might be 
working in the fancy of the painter of old, who, having, 
in the sacrifice of Iphigenia, to represent the sorrow of 
the bystanders, proportionably to the several degrees of 
interest each had in the death of this fair, innocent 
virgin; and having in the other figures exhausted the ut-
most power of his art, when he came to that of her father, 
he drew him with a veil over his face, meaning thereby 
that no kind of countenance was capable of expressing 
such a degree of sorrow. Which is also the reason why 
the poets feign the miserable mother, Niobe, having first 
lost seven sons and then successively as many daughters, 
overwhelmed with misery to be at last transformed into 
a rock; thereby to express that melancholy, dumb, and 
deaf stupidity, which benumbs all our faculties when 
oppressed With misfortunes greater than we are able to 
bear; and, indeed the violence and impression of an 
excessive grief must, of necessity, astonish the soul 
and wholly deprive her of her ordinary functions: as it 
happens to everyone of us who, upon any sudden alarm of 
very ill news find ourselves surprised, stupefied, and 
in a manner deprived of all our power of motion, till the 
soul, beginning to vent itself in sighs and tears, seems 
a little to free and disengage itself from the oppression, 
and to obtain some room to work itself out at greater 
liberty.2? 
2 • Montai ne 1 s Essa s, Book I, Chapter II. 
I 
I 
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I This description of sorrow is beautifully expressed, profound 
I in its understan~g and characteristic of the best of Montaigne s 
I literary art. 
i Another of Montaigne's contributions to the technique! 
I of essay writing is his fanciful, informal manner of presenting / 
II I his ideas. In this respect his writings are in tone much like 
I I the modern familiar essays, which are the direct expression of 
1 I 
I 
II 
the author's own ideas and personality. Such whimsical dis-
cussions as those on coaches, on cannibals, on smells, and on 
thumbs give variety and color to the essays and are welcome 
releases from the more serious subjects. But the most pleasing1 
aspect of Montaigne's confidential manner is his frank intimacy ~ 
and the revelation of his own human weaknesses. This personal 
touch, the open admittance of his own misgivings keeps his 
advice to the reader from being stiff and objectionable. The 
reader is more convinced of the author's wisdom, when he knows 
that the author has also failed and had similar experiences. 
Montaigne did not hesitate to tell of his own experiences, in 
order to point out faults of conduct or to show good example. 
So, when he advised men to always be prepared for death and 
never to undertake any worldly concern With such passionate 
enthusiasm that death would be a dreadful concern, he cited 
his own practice as a good example and said, 11 Never did any 
one prepare to bid adieu to the world more absolutely and 
purely, and to shake hands with all manner of interest in it, 
77. 
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than I expect to do. 1126 Neither did he hesitate to use his 
failures as a warning to others, as he did in his discussion 
of the need of complete faith in religion,27 when he pointed 
out that his own questionings concerning the doctrines of his 
church had only led him to greater uncertainty and unhappiness. 
The open frankness of such discussions written in a conversa-
tional tone is, indeed, very agreeable. But, on the other hand 
the innumerable references to himself and to his experiences 
become rather tiresome. Montaigne was very guilty of this 
breach of etiquette, for he did not bother to consider whether 
or not he might be boring his readers With endless self-ex-
planation, or whether, in following his own whimsy, he was not 
very trying to their patience and understanding. Yet it must 
be admitted that even in the matter of digression he charmingly 
addressed his readers to explain or excuse himself. At one 
time he wrote, 11 Permit reader, this essay its course; for I 
hate to examine myself and never review but very unwillingly 
what has once escaped my pen. 112g Besides, many times his 
interest in the anecdotes that he found in his readings and h1 
eagerness to present all the valuable ones to illustrate the 
point in question lured him to many irrelev'ant discussions. 
Then, to defend his wanderings, he often spoke to his readers 
26. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book I, Chapter XIX. 
27. Ibid., II, XII. 
23. Ibid., III, IX. 
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directly, coaxing them into accepting the next digression that 
was to follow. In one essay he started a new paragraph by 
saying, 11 But let us a little lengthen this chapter, and vary 
it with a piece of another color.n29 The next paragraph he be-
gan with this introduction: 11 Let us add another story, akin to 
this subject, which Seneca relates in one of his Epistles. n3° 
By the force of his suggestion and the clever use of transition 
phrases Montaigne carries the reader on, in spite of bi~elf, 
into the intricacies of the author's rambling thought and 
whimsical digressions. 
Unity or coherence within the essays did not seem to 
be a matter of great concern to either Bacon or Montaigne. It 
must be remembered, however, that the form of the essay was 
still in its infancy, and that neither essayist had formulated 
rules for its composition, except that it was to be made up of 
"opinions and fancies" or of 11 dispersed meditations". Of the 
two Bacon had the better unity cf subject and usually of thought 
as well. After Becon chose a subject he kept his ideas centere 
around this subject, avoiding material that did not pertain to 
it. The transition from one idea to another was not very smoot , 
nor were the essays well rounded out unities; but they did keep 
to the subject. So, if Bacon's essay was entitled, Of~~ 
his discussions were about envy. In this case, as in many cf 
29. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book II, Chapter XXV. 
30. Ibid., II, XXV. 
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his other essays, he defined the subject of his discussion 
first, then described its function in the lives of men and its 
practical application to various types of men. After defining 
~~ in this particular essay, he announced, "We will handle 
what persons are apt to envy others; what persons are most sub-
ject to be envied themselves; and what is the dti!erence be-
tween public and private envy.u3l He then proceeded to do 
this very methodically and clearly. The main fault in Bacon's 
composition is the use of short paragraphs, often only one 
sentence in length, placed one after another without sufficient 
use of transitional phrases to make smooth continuity of 
thought rather than abrupt, jerky ideas. This choppy effect 
in Bacon's essays is found in his essay, Of Cunning. The 
following three paragraphs are made up of one sentence each: 
In things that a man would not be seen in himself, 
it is a point of cunning to borrow the name of the world; 
as to say, 11 The world says, 11 or, "There is a speech 
abroad ••••• 11 
I knew one that, when he wrote a letter, he would 
put that which was most material in the postscript, as 
it had been a bye-matter. 
Iknew another that, when he came to 
he would pass over that that he intertded 
forth, and come back again, and speak of 
thing that he had almost forgot.32 
have speech, 
most; and go 
it as of a 
These are indeed 11 dispersed meditations" and a good illustra-
tion of the lack of thought that these early essayists gave 
31. Bacon's Essays, IX. 
32. Ibid. I XXII. 
80. 
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to the importance of continuity Within the structure of their 
essays. 
With Montaigne, however, the essays had greater con-
tinuity and fullness of expression in paragraph structure, but, 
in general, they lacked unity as a whole. Montaigne did not 
keep to the subject; titles meant nothing to him. The only 
unifying factor was the association of his own thoughts; and, 
since he allowed them complete freedom, they can hardly be 
said to have contributed to the unity of his essays. Hie care-
lessness and indolence in writing seem hardly fitting to so 
great a philosopher, but perhaps it was his own philosophy con-
cerning the uncertainty of human judgment that made him assume 
this attitude. In one of his essays he wrote concerning his 
methods, 11 I leave the choice of my arguments to fortune, and 
take that she first presents me; they are all alike to me; I 
never design to go through any of them, for I never see all of 
anything." Certainly such an attitude as this was not con-
ducive to the development of careful, planned writing. For-
tunately Montaigne's gifts of wisdom and wit and the natural 
spontaneity of his writing overcome many of his failings in 
unity and coherence within the essays. Otherwise, his essays 
would be merely a hodge-podge, as he sometimes admitted they 
were. His essay, Of Names is a good illustration of one of his 
most disorderly and disconnected essays. At the beginning of 
the essay he announced. 11 What variety of herbs soever are put 
together in the dish, yet the whole is called by the one name 
---,--
of salad. In like manner, under the consideration of names, I 
will here make a hodge-podge of different articles. 11 33 He 
then proceeded, as he said he would, discussing (1) some names 
that brought ill luck, (2) names of dishes of meat served in 
alphabetical order, (3) the advantage of having a name easy to 
pronounce, (4) the superb names of ancient nobility, (5) the 
objection to gentlemen going by the name of their estates, and 
(6) the uncertainty of coats of arms. This was all done under 
one title, but an even more common practice in Montaigne's 
essays was to write under a title that did not refer to much of 
the matter Within the essay. 11 The titles of my chapters", he 
admitted, 11 do not always comprehend the whole matter; they ofte 
denote it by some mark only • 11 But he excused himself by add-
ing, 11 There are pieces in Plutarch where he forgets his theme, 
where the proposition of his argument is only found incidentall , 
and stuffed throughout with foreign matter; do not observe his 
meanders in the 'Demon of Socrates•.u34 Then he gave the grand 
finale of self-justification by remarking that 11 it is the 
indiligent reader that loses my subject, not I; there Will al-
ways be found some words or other in a corner that are to the 
purpose, though it lie very close. 11 35 This last statement was 
not always true, for in many cases there were no words or 
33· Montaigne's Essays, Book I, Chapter XLVII. 
34· Ibid., III, IX· 
35· Ibid., III, VI. 
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ideas to carry on the main trend of thought. He merely jumped 
from subject to subject as it pleased him, sometimes not even 
starting his essay on the subject announced in his title. The 
whimsical roamings of his essay, Of Coaches~6 are very diffi-
cult to follow. The essay was started with a duscussion of the 
custom of saying, 11 God bless you" when anyone sneezed. This 
was followed by an explantion of what fear is, then the subject 
finally turned to coaches and other vehicles of transportation 
which he disliked. The author's trend of thought turned suc-
cessively to the strange customs of monarchs in the use of 
chariots, to the excessive -expenses of kings, to the correct 
handling of public money, to the odd practices of the natives 
of the 11 new world", and in the end he said, 11 Let us return to 
our coaches." This essay occurs in the third book, where the 
inconsistency and lengthy windings of thought are even more 
numerous than in the first two books. Montaigne said that he 
made his last essays longer, in order to avoid "breaking and 
dissolving the attention before it was raised, 11 as he believed 
he had done in the previous shorter essays. Unfortunately his 
essays did not need lengthening. Besides he did not have suf-
ficient new material to make the essays free from endless re-
I petitions. Especially true of these last essays are the ex-
tremely subjective themes about his past experience in all 
phases of life and his attitude toward sickness and death. In 
36. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter VI. 
this later writing Montaigne freed himself from the burden of 
I too many anecdotes and quotations, so that in a way these last 
essays are a more thorough revelation of the essayist himself. 
I 
Yet he realized the disadvantages of writing in old age when he 
remarked, 11 I had written in a time nearer my studies, when I 
had more wit and a better memory ••..••..•• What remains has more 
to do with death.u37 So in his last essays he reminisced and 
expressed his philosophy in the mellow tones of one who is look-
ing back on life. 
In reviewing the main contributions of these writers, 
it will be seen that each had distinctive qualities which made 
their essays compositions of literary art. Montaigne offered 
variance in tone and mood, intimate discussions in a conversa-
tional manner, beauty in prose descriptions of emotion, colorful 
use of historical and classical anecdotes, spontaneity and 
whimsy in thought. Bacon's particular contributions were quite 
different, for he offered a polished, Latinistic style, witty 
epigrams, brilliantly expressed similes and metaphors, and 
extraordinary skill in the choice of words and the exact ex-
pression of thought. Bacon was quite consistent in his tone of 
serious and practical advice. Montaigne did vary his essays 
with occasional touches of irony and humor. But it may be said 
that the essays of both authors are the serious reflection of 
their profound widsom, and that their literary style used in 
37. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book III, Chapter XII. 
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expressing this wisdom is mainly a development of their 1nd1v1d-
. ~al personalities. 
I 
CHAPTER FIVE 
CHAPTER FIVE 
An Evaluation of the Relation and Importance of 
Montaigne and Bacon as Essayists 
Before a final estimation of the original genius of 
each essayist can be justly made, careful consideration must be 
given to evaluating the evidence indicative of any possible in-
fluence by the French essayist on the essays of Bacon, resulting 
from Bacon's acquaintance with Montaigne 1 s works. In the first 
lace, it must be admitted that Montaigne was the originator of 
the literary form called the 11 essay 11 , and that Bacon was his 
successor in this respect. As the second practitioner of this 
iterary form Bacon also made use of the word "essay" in giving 
name to his work. Yet instead of attributing the origin of th 
dea to the French essayist, he avoided the issue by saying that 
e had chosen "to write certain brief notes, set down rather 
significantly than curiously, which I have called Essaies; the 
word is late but the thing is ancient. For Seneca's Epistles 
to Lucilius, if one marks them well, are but Essaies--that is, 
dispersed meditations. 11 This account given in the dedication of 
the second edition of his Essays is Bacon's only explanation of 
his use of the term 11 essay". Now undoubtedly this word was a 
direct borrowing from the French language in which the word 
11 essai 11 means an attempt or trial, and with this connotation 
Montaigne had used it to designate the nature of his writing. 
Consequently, since Bacon was the second great author to call 
his works "essays", and since he actually mentioned Montaigne 
in his first essay, it has been generally believed that Bacon 
was acquainted with Montaigne's Essays, and that he borrowed the 
I idea of popularizing philosophy in "dispersed meditations" from 
the French writer. In view of these seemingly clear evidences 
of borrowing on Bacon's part, it is surprising that Bacon 
should have so deliberately ignored any reference to Montaigne 1, 
in explaining the use of the word 11 essay 11 • It seems doubtful 
that he was being honest about it, yet he admitted that he was 
not creating a new form. In tracing his source, however, he Ji 
I chose to turn to one of the ancient classic writers rather than 1
1 
1 to mention his predecessor, Michel de Montaigne. It may have ' 
,. ,I jl been that, in his naturally proud and ambitious nature, Bacon 
11 
I was reluctant to call attention to this Frenchman, who had be-
come famous through the development of this type of writing in 
his own language, because it might have detracted from his own 
later use of the essay. But to give a more favorable light 
to the conduct of the English essayist in this matter, it may 
also have been very true that Bacon believed he was making an 
entirely original contribution, the development of a new li-
terary art for his own language, which had its main source in 
the Latin writings of Seneca. Neither of these two conjec-
tures can answer satisfactorily the reason for Bacon's re-
fusal to mention Montaigne•s · essays. But I am of the opinion 
that he was quite justified in believing that he actually owed 
very little to the French essayist, for it is clear from the 
previous study of Bacon's Latinistic style and pithY, concise 
II 
li 
1
manner of expression that the prototype of his writing could 
l not have been Montaigne's discursive, informal, chatty essays. 
I 
There is some external evidence that might indicate 
I some relationship between the essays of these two men. It Will 
be found, however, that this evidence is rather indefinite, and 
that it is drawn mainly from the historical knowledge of the 
1 cultural habits of Bacon's time and from the accounts of 
Montaigne's fame as an essayist in his own country. It is 
brought in here to show the probability of Bacon's acquaintanc 
with Montaigne 1 s writing. There have been no facts to reveal 
that these two men actually met or knew each other at any time. 
Montaigne was the elder of the two by twenty-eight years, and 
his essays had been published seventeen years before Bacon's 
essays appeared. So, by the time Bacon was active in his 
political and literary career, the fame of the French essayist 
must have been well known. For the extensive popularity of 
Montaigne•s work in his own country at that time is not to be 
disputed. The French historians give numerous accounts of the 
tremendous appeal of Montaigne's Essays in his day. The 
I following account was written by M. Rene Doumic in his Histoire 
I de la Litterature Fran9aise: 
\ Sous le regne de Henri IV, lea Essais sont un des 
livres lea plus lus parmi lea gens du monde, a la cour 
et dans lea provinces. Tout gentilhomme de compagne 
qui veut se distinguer des simples preneurs de lievres, 
selon le mot de Huet, en a son exemplaire sur le manteau 
de sa cheminee. Il 1 1 ouvrira au retour de la chasse, en 
attendant le dfner, ou bien le soir apres souper, lee 
pieds au feu, car ce livre est de ceux qu 1 on peut 
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ouvrir a toute heure et a toute page. Il n'exige aucun 
effort d'esprit, chaque passage se suffit a lui-meme; et 
1 1 on n 1 a pas la peine de se comprendre ce qu 11 vous dit 
aujourd 1hui.l 
Indeed, it was considered a lack of culture for a Frenchman not 
to have read Montaigne 1 s works. Besides, there was great lite 
ary activity on the continent and in England at the time. It 
was the period when the influence of the Renaissance had crosse 
1 Florio published for the first time in the year 1603. 
1: 
translation of Montaigne 1 s essays by Florio was entitled: The 
90. 
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Essais, or Morall, Politike, and Militarie Discourses of 
Lord Michel de Montaigne. John Florio was an Italian and Freno~ 
I' tutor to Prince Henry, son of James I of England during the 
period when Bacon was highly favored by this king. If Bacon 
I 
I did not know Florio personally through his close relations with 1/ 
the Court and the royal family, certainly he must have been well 
acquainted with Florio's translation, which achieved immediate 
1 success in England and was also said to have been known to 
/ Shakespeare. It is true that Bacon's first use of the title, 
I I Essaies, occurred in his first edition in 1595 previous to 
11 Florio's translation. But Bacon showed a more thorough know-
il 
II 
II 
I 
ledge and awareness of Montaigne's use of the essay in the 
second and last editions of his own essays. These last two 
editions followed the first publication of Florio's translation 
In the second edition (1612) of Bacon's essays he 
gave for the first time an explanation of his use of the term 
essaie. The fact that Bacon offered an explanation at this 
time would seem to indicate that, as a result of a more 
thorough acquaintance with Montaigne's essays, he might have 
felt the need of justifying his own use of the essay, at a 
time when the works of his predecessor, the French essayist, 
were being widely read even in the English language. It will 
also be noted that the most valid evidence of Bacon's acquain-
tance with Montaigne's essays is to be found in the last 
editions of Bacon's essays. This internal evidence occurs in 
the essay, Of Truth, the first essay according to the arrange-
ment of the last edition. The essay, Of Truth, was not one of 
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the original ten essays published in Bacon's first edition.l 
Let us turn now to the direct evidence found in 
Bacon's own words in this essay . Bacon thought that he was 
quoting Montaigne directly when he wrote, 
And therefore Montaigne saith prettily, when he in-
quired the reason why the word of the lie should be such 
a disgrace and such an odious charge. Saith he, 'If it 
be well weighed, to say that a man lieth, is as much as 
to say, as that he is brave towards God and a coward 
toward men r. 2 
In this one and only instance that Bacon mentioned Montaigne in 
his essays, he was not quoting Montaigne's words but the words 
of Plutarch, a quotation that Montaigne had taken from Plutarch' 
Life of Lysander. In spite of the careless manner in which 
Bacon made his reference to the French author, the important 
evidence still remains as a proof of Bacon's acquaintance With 
Montaigne's essays. It is notable too, that this mention of 
Montaigne occurs in the essay on truth, which was a very im-
portant subject for Bacon since he sincerely believed himself 
to be a "searcher for truth". 
I 
I 
I 
II 
I In regard to resemblances and likenesses between the 1 
I 
essays of these two authors, it must be admitted, from the I 0~ I previous surveyAtheir writing, that occasionally it is possible 
to find within Bacon's essays instances of parallelism in 
choice of subject matter and even close similarity to the ideas 
1. Fowler, Thomas, Bacon (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons 1661) 
page 39. 
2. In italics from Montaigne's Essays, Book II, Chapter XVIII. 
I 
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of the French essayist. Also there are a few instances, which 
I will now point out, where Bacon appeared to have Montaigne 
or his essays in mind. The first example of this can be found 
in the essay, Of Truth. Bacon began by asking , "What is truth?' 
He then continued with the following discussion: 
Certainly there be that delight in giddiness; and 
count it a bondage to fix a belief; affecting free-will 
in thinking as in acting. And though the seats of phil-
osophers of that kind be gone, yet there remain certain 
discoursing3 wits which are of the same veins, though 
there be not so much blood in them as was in those of 
the ancients. 
I 
Now it seemed remarkable that Bacon should have opened his I 
first essay with a discussion of skeptical philosophy. Besidesi 
the fact that he said definitely, "Yet there remain certain I 
discoursing wits" seemed to point out that, as Montaigne was 1 
I 
a leading skeptic of the time, Bacon was ver,y probably referrin 
to Montaigne 1 s use of suspension of judgment in his essays. It 
must be remembered also that in this same essay he quoted from I 
Montaigne's essays. 
The second essay in Bacon's final edition deals with 
the subject of death. This same subject occurs frequently in 
Montaigne's essays from the beginning of the first book to the 
very end of the last book, in which he discussed this matter 
at length. The second subject of discussion in Bacon's essays 
is the very theme with which Montaigne was greatly preoccupied 
and in which both authors agreed closely. Bacon said that 11 men 
3. Discoursing probably means here discursive, or it may also 
mean argumentative. 
--- ====#======= 
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I I fear death as children fear to go in the dark; and that natural 1 
1 
fear in children is increased with tales, so is the other."4 il 
I Montaigne wrote in like manner that 11 the preparation for death jJ 
11 has administered more torment than the thing itself." 5 Both I 
I spoke of death as a friendly release from the cares of the 
' world; furthermore, they maintained that 11 the end of our race 
is death, it is the necessary object of our aim, 11 6 and that 
11 it is as natural to die as to be born."7 Still another in-
stance, when an idea from Montaigne might have influenced a 
discussion in Bacon 1 s essays, occurs in Bacon's statement con-
cerning fortune. 11 It cannot be denied, but outward accidents 
conduce much to fortune; favor, opportunity, death of others, 
occasion fitting virtue. But chiefly the mould of a man's 
fortune is in his own hands. 11 g This passage m1ght be considere 
a direct reaction to Montaigne's statements of stoic resignatio 
to fate, a power which Montaigne believed man could not over-
come. In the last book of his essays Montaigne wrote, 11 The 
stress and main of business I have ever referred to heaven: 
good and ill fortune are, in my opinion, two sovereign powers; 
it is folly to think that human prudence can play the part of 
4. Bacon's Essays, II. 
5. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter XII. 
6. Ibid., I, XIX. 
7. Bacon's Essays, II. 
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'I I' fortune. n9 Bacon was an ambi tioue and confident man, eo it 
I was natural for him to react against the indolent attitude of 
,, resignation expressed by Montaigne, When he said, 11 My actions 
are conformable to what I am and to my condition; I can do no 
I 
1 better.ulO In his essay, Of Expense, Bacon also wrote, "It is 
no baseness for the greatest to descend and look into their 
own estate. Some forbear it, not upon negligence alone, but 
doubting to bring themselves into melancholy in respect they 
shall find it broken. 1111 Bacon mi'ght possibly have had in mind 
here Montaigne•e discueeion12 of his own negligence in attend-
ing to his affaire and the account of how he preferred to leave 
his estate in doubt than to be perplexed by losses and delibera 
tiona. 
These were the only evidences of any consequence that 
I found to have some bearing in determining the extent of 
Bacon's acquaintance with Montaigne 1 s essays and the influence 
of this acquaintance on Bacon's writing. The proof is quite 
certain that Bacon did read Montaigne 1 s essays, but 
the influence was not of much importance. That is, 
essentially ! 
Bacon• s 1 
I 
borrowing from Montaigne did not detract from his own personal 
genius or from ~~s individual contribution to the art of essay 
1 writing What Bacon did borrow from Montaigne was the general 
I - . 
1 9. Montaigne's Essays, Book III, Chapter VIII. 
j 10. Ibid., III, II. 
11. Bacon's Essays, XXVIII. 
I, 12. Montaigne 1 s Essays, Book III, Chapter IX. 
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the form called the essay, for Montaigne was the first 
II 
to write essays as an expression of a personal philosophy 
i gathered from the experiences and theories of the author. It 
l is possible also that ideas and discussions within Montaigne•s 
essays might have had some slight influence on the choice of 
subject matter and discussions in Bacon•s essays. But, in view 
of the fact that both essayists were presenting the general 
philosophy of their lives, it is not surprising that they shoul 
have written on like subjects or that their wisdom should have 
led them to like conclusions in several matters. The important 
fact to note is that their philosophical attitudes, their man-
ner of presenting their ideas, the arrangement and structure 
of their essays are all so different, that there seems to be 
very little proof that Bacon really allowed himself to imitate 
Montaigne either in his philosophy or in his style of writing. 
The essay as Montaigne wrote it was in all respects 
the invention of an individual. To the French essayist it was 
a recording of the 11 essais 11 or trials and experiments of his 
life, a literary form that approached its theme tentatively--
a sally into, rather than a complete conquest of, a chosen 
subject. To his successor, Bacon, the essay was also a means 
of putting forth his personal philosophy, but in a decisive, 
didactic manner from which he seemed to withdraw his personal-
ity entirely. Here lies the great dividing point between the 
essays of these two men, that is, in the difference of their 
philosophical attitudes and of their ways of presenting their 
II 96. 
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1 ideas. From this point they pursue two decidedly divergent path , 
which give ample proof of the equal ·importance of each as au-
thors of this new literary form. Montaigne created essays that 
were an expression of himself, informal, intimate, and discur-
sive accounts of his wisdom and personal experiences of his life 
for inspection by the readers, that they might gather what wis-
dom they could from this method of studying and revealing man. 
The tone of his writing was conversational, rambling, and wbimsi 
cal, colored with historical anecdotes and beautifully written 
analyses of human emotion. His style had a habitual fullness o 
expression with characteristically long, discursive discussions 
that varied from serious subjects to 
nature. Now the essay as created by 
matters of a fanciful 
1 Bacon is, in its impersonal 
I I presentation of philosophy, a direct contrast to Montaigne•s 
I 
method of approach. Bacon wrote a formal essay in which he 
detached himself almost completely from his discussions, and 
I 
wrote only on those subjects in which he might give useful in-
1 
I 
I 
formation and practical advice. Bacon assumed a positive, 
authoritative tone in sharing the fruits of his wisdom with his 1 
readers. His style is noted for its brevity and for the bril-
liant exactness of its witty sayings. The tone of his writing 
is consistently serious; the style uniformly concise and well 
balanced. These very individual traits in Bacon•s writing are 
excellent evidences that he had an original contribution to 
make to the art of essay writing. The fact that Bacon's Essays 
had been one of the most widely read and quoted works in the 
-- -==~~=========================-
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jl English language (besides the English translation of the Bible 1 
·I il and Shakespeare's plays) is, moreover, ample proof of his 
I! standing as an author and artist. Considered, then, as separ-
ate, individual creations, the essays of each author reflect ,, 
il amazing wisdom and literary form; and they are, in my opinion, 
I 
equally original and valuable in their own literary technique. 
SUMMARY 
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SUMMARY 
Leading thinkers and authors for over three centuries 
have been using the essay as a means of sharing and popularizing 
I their philosophy. Today the essay is undoubtedly a highly 1 
II developed literary art, used extensively in all types of books, I 
II
' I 
magazines, and journals as a means of popular or scholarly ex- I 
I I, I pression concerning all phases of life. We owe the origin of 1 
I
; this literary form to Michel de Montaigne and Francis Bacon, I 
two authors of the sixteenth century. These two essayists were 
amazingly wise and modern in their evaluation of the appeal of 
popularized philosophy. Furthermore, in their essays they 
founded the essential characteristics of all essay writing. 
may be said that the individual wisdom and genius of Montaigne 
and Bacon have never since been equalled. In the correct and 
effective use of their own native languages they are artists in 
the height of superb literary creation. Modern authors of the 
essay may have improved the unity and coherence of the essay 
as a whole, but they have found it difficult to attain the 
beauty and perfection of ideational expression found in the 
essays of Montaigne and Bacon. 
The French essayist, Michel de Montaigne, was the 
elder of the two. He published his essays for the first time 
in the year 15SO. The first edition of the essays of the 
English author, Francis Bacon, appeared in 1597. It is true 
that they were both the originators of this literary form in 
I 
I 
I 
II I 
I 
their respective mother tongues; but, since Montaigne•s essays 
were written first, it has been thought that the works of the 
French essayist may have had some influence on Bacon's essays. 
There are some slight evidences to show that the subject matter 
and thought in the French essays might have suggested similar 
discussions within Bacon's essays. It is also very probable 
that Bacon was well acquainted with Montaigne•s Essays, because 
they were so widely read, and because Bacon made a direct re- 1 
:terence to Montaigne in his first essay. Bacon's use of the lj 
term 11 essay 11 to name his work has also been considered a proof 
of his acquaintance with the writings of the French author, 
for the word 11 essay 11 has its origin in the French word 11 essai", 1 
meaning an attempt or trial. The general idea of popularizing 
philosophy may also be said to have been originated by Montaig 
and borrowed by Bacon. Yet in spite of all these apparent in-
fluences by Montaigne on Bacon's essays, the explanation for 
the philosophical attitudes and outstanding habits in writing 
of each Will be found to be the result mainly of their educa-
tion, their family background, and their vocation. It will 
also be seen, from a careful study of the essays of each, that, 
essentially, their philosophy and their art in the technique o 
writing vary greatly. Both Montaigne and Bacon .had many origi 
al contributions to make to the art of essay writing. 
From a study of the biographical background of the 
French essayist, it is evident that his training and education 
as a child were very important in fostering his tendency to be 
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MontaJ.gne' s father did not believe in 11 I/ a strong individualist. 
1 
compulsion in education, so as a youth Montaigne was allowed 
to proceed in his studies as it pleased him. The result was 
' II that, on one hand, he became indolent and rebellious to any 
I' form of restraint, but on the other hand, he was allowed to 
enjoy the writings of the ancient classic masters at his own " 
I 
I 
I 
leisure and to think and express himself as he like. Montaignets 
discursive, leisurely manner of writing and his negligence in 
all matters of form are a reflection of his early training. His 
higher education was thoroughly classical, so he developed a 
love for the Greek and Latin writers, and later used their 
works as the source of his quotations--especially the historian , 
whom he favored because they were "recorders of life." The 
freedom to read and think what he pleased developed in Montaign 
a keen intellect, that could visualize the weaknesses and fail-
ures of human judgment with such clarity that he became a 
skeptic, expressing the continual doubt in his mind by the re-
sounding phrase of his writings, 11 Que sais-je"" The important 
influence in his life that helped him to gain some faith in 
the ideals of modera~on and restraint was his beautiful friend 
ship with Etienne de La Boetie. From his admiration of the 
mature judgment of this man he learned that virtue was founded 
in moderation. This very theme is repeated throughout 
Montaigne's essays. As a matter of fact, Montaigne was very 
moderate in the matter of ambition or worldly success. In 
spite of his elections to public office and his duties as 
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Mayor of Bordeaux, he managed to withdraw himself from civil 
strife and had no care for brilliant success. His favorite 
place of retirement was the 11 tower 11 of the Chateau de Montaigne 
where he assumed the role of philosopher and author. Montaigne 
did not care for the activities of life. He was always in-
terested in the affairs of his country (as can be seen in the 
dscussions within his essays), but he preferred to contemplate 
on the study of man, to withdraw himself where he might col-
lect his own thoughts as he watched man stumble and err in the 
uncertainty of his judgment. 
On making a review of the main facts of Bacon•s life, 
it Will be found tha.t his philosophy of life differed greatly 
from that of Montaigne. Francis Bacon led a very active life 
as a lawyer and statesman. During childhood he had been well 
acquainted with the court of Queen Elizabeth, and his family 
educated him in the best schools in England at that time. He 
had all the advantages of rank as well as a thorough classical 
education, which gave him a wonderful training in the Latinis-
tic style that he favored in his essay writing. His education 
was completed at Gray 1 s Inn, where he learned the essentials 
of the legal profession, that he might earn his living. His 
experiences at court and as a member of Parliament provided 
much of the material for the practical and didactic counsels 
found in his essays. It Will also be noted that, unlike 
Montaigne, Bacon had a very ambitious nature. His attempts 
at gaining the favor of Queen Elizabeth, and the affair With 
102. 
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are all well known facts in history. The importance of his 
actions in this matter as well as his guilt as a corrupt judge, 
after his amazing rise to the position of Lord Chancellor unde~ 
the reign of James I, cast a dubious light on his character. 
It is evident that as a man of action and as an author his 
character was very inconsistent. He claimed that he wanted to 
devote his life to study. He said that he had 11 taken all know 
ledge to be his province 11 in his search for truth. The essays 
and the works in which he perfected his theory of scientific 
observation, according to the inductive method of reasoning, 
are certain proofs of his genius and sincerity in his devotion 
to studies. The two entirely different paths of Bacon 1 s 
career indicate a sly, ambitious and even corrupt statesman, 
but a sincere unselfish scholar and philosopher. The essays 
reflect his experiences in their practical wisdom and his 
idealistic nature in their moral soundness. 
A careful, analytical comparison of the essays of 
Bacon and Montaigne will reveal the difference in their man-
ner of presenting their philosophy. Montaigne was in~erested 
in a revelation and study of human nature. His method was to 
offer an account of his own experiences and feelings as well 
as an account of the actions of other men taken from past 
history. The essays are, therefore, very subjective, intimate 
j and discursive. There is no evidence of restraint or careful 
I selection either in subject matter, expression, or technical 
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forms of writing. Montaigne wrote leisurely in a rambling, con I 
versational style that has a pleasant informal way of carrying 
the reader on with the whimsy of the author's thought. The 
anecdotes used to illustrate his ideas, the varying tones and 
moods of his writing, and the use of personal opinion gtve 
color and life to his writing . The many digressions made in an 
attempt to consider all sides of a question in discussion are 
very vexing to the reader at times, especially when he comes 
to no conclusion in his desire to suspend his judgment rather 
than to make rash decisions. But the most pleasing aspects of 
his essay writing are the spontaneous flow of his pen and the 
beautifully written descriptions of human emotion, that show 
his thorough understanding of human nature. 
In Bacon's essays the tone is fundamentally serious 
and didactic. Bacon was writing a manual of information and II 
advice to correct man rather than to reveal him. Bacon states JJ 
I 
and gives counsel with the force and authority of one who is 
sure of his ability to help man with his wisdom. This formal 
decisiveness in tone is very effective in conVincing the 
1
1 reader of the wisdom of the au thor. Furthermore, Bacon approacJ -~~ ed his subjects formally, keeping his personal experiences and :1 
.,, II 
1 feelings completely out of the discussion. As a result, his 1 
Ill I style of writing is very uniform; but he produces color and 
I vitality in the brilliant, epigrammatic quality of his sayings, j 
which make his writing some of the most effective, quotable I 
I prose in the English language. This English essayist used the ! 
104. 
I ~~====================================-======-==========~~~====·~~------~ 
I 
I 
I 105. ----1~=--===----===~ 
11 polished, balanced style of the Latin classics and the plain, 
I I direct, appealing language of the Bible as his models. His 
I marvellous use of simile and metaphor is an expression of his 
own genius. His ability to be concise and precise in word 
usage is another admirable characteristic of his writing. These 
qualities have made his essays some of the most beautiful 
English prose ever written. 
The contributions of both essayists are indivudually 
of equal importance. As models of essay writing, however, 
neither Montaigne 1 s nor Bacon's essays seem complete within 
themselves. Balancing the contributions of each to this 
literary art, a well balanced modern essay would be formed. 
But in their philosophical expression and in the wisdom of 
their thoughts each essayist is complete and entire within 
himself. Their supremacy in word usage and ideational ex-
pression remains even today unrivalled. Montaigne and Bacon 
were both surprisingly mature as pioneers in essay writing. j 
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